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The intersection of environmental, economic, and social pressures suggest that 
globalised industrial food systems are placing increasing stress on socio-ecological 
systems. Resilience-thinking envisages such moments as opportunities for the 
formation of new relationships and practices, ideally leading to stability and socio-
ecological balance. However, within the literature on resilience, the role of alternative 
food networks in fostering resilience is less well developed. Despite this, such 
organisations operate in many cities and suburbs forging alternatives to industrialised 
and globalised food consumption and networks.  Drawing on interviews with 15 
organisations in the Illawarra, this thesis examines the nature and extent of localised 
food networks and the organisations that comprise these networks in facilitating greater 
resilience in food systems. It shows that organisations contribute to the sharing of 
knowledge, and that this is enhanced through immersive hands-on experience. Changes 
are seen to be incremental, rather than systemic, with a focus on ‘actually existing 
resilience’ that supports a volunteer support base. The nature of these organisations 
(informal, networked) are seen to generate a context in which meaningful 
transformation can occur; that although small scale, is capable of meaningful change. 
The thesis argues that resilience thinking needs to take greater account of such 
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Chapter 1 : Introduction 
 
“If the future is to remain open and free, we need people who can tolerate the 
unknown, who will not need the support of completely worked out systems or 
traditional blueprints from the past”. 
- Margaret Mead 
 
1.1 Background to the topic  
The dominant globalised food system is arguably unsustainable considering ethical, 
environmental, social, and economic perspectives (Sage, 2010). Food production in 
today’s anthropogenic world dominates a large proportion of the global land surface 
and water bodies and competition for these resources is likely to increase as the 
effects of climate change become more apparent (Morley et al., 2014). Domination of 
the food market by a small number of corporations leads to overproduction, high 
levels of waste, and market distortions predominantly borne by lower socioeconomic 
classes (Morley et al., 2014). This has led to increased prevalence of food insecurity, 
which can be defined as “the ability of individuals, households and communities to 
acquire appropriate and nutritious food on a regular and reliable basis, and using 
socially acceptable means” (Law et al., 2011, p. 456). The emphasis here is on 
‘appropriate and nutritious’ food, as in wealthy ‘Global North’ countries, food 
insecurity may also be associated with high obesity levels (Law et al., 2011). Regular 
consumption of processed foods, containing high quantities of fat, salt, and sugar can 
cause obesity and other related health problems (Shaw, 2016). Food security is 
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dependent on strong relationships between consumers and producers; however, Agri-
food policy is typically based on formal partnerships between national governments, 
international bodies, and a small component of the agribusiness sector (Sonnino & 
Spayde, 2014).  Beacham (2018) notes that a key challenge is to develop more 
diverse, experimental food systems that can adjust to the social and environmental 
limitations of the current food system. This focus on diversity and experimentation 
resonates with resilience thinking (Anderson, 2015). 
 
Resilience thinking, first coined by C. S ‘Buzz’ Holling (see Holling, 1973) is defined 
as “the ability of a system, from individual people to whole communities, to hold 
together and maintain their ability to function in the face of change and shocks from 
outside” (Hopkins, 2008, p. 12). In the social sciences, resilience thinking typically 
focuses on the relationships between linked ecological and social systems, and is 
referred to variously as socio-ecological resilience (Barr & Devine-Wright, 2011; 
Jehlicka et al., 2018) and evolutionary resilience (Davoudi, 2012). Key tenets to 
resilience are a system’s ability to: adapt to changes during periods characterised by 
uncertainty (Berkes, 2007; Miller et al., 2010); to showcase diversity (Walker & Salt, 
2012); and for a system to be able to self-organise and re-configure in the face of 
stress (Walker & Salt, 2012).  Resilient systems are often seen to be experimental, 
where knowledge is developed through feedback, constant reflection, and social 
learning in practice (Berkes, 2007; Miller et al., 2010; Walker & Salt, 2012).  
 
Alternate Food Networks (AFNs) are a potential means of achieving resilience in the 
face of crises and already exist outside of the dominant food regime (Beacham, 2018). 
Leveraging localised food networks, AFNs typically involve shorter supply chains 
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and closer relationships between producers and consumers (Cerrada-Serra et al., 
2018).  In the past two decades popularity of AFNs has seen significant growth in 
countries of the Global North, such as the United States, United Kingdom, Canada, 
and Australia, beginning to make up an international phenomena (Sage, 2010; Davies 
et al., 2017). AFNs facilitate new socio-ecological relationships between humans and 
food systems and offer experimentation with entrenched relationships between food, 
consumers, and producers (Beacham, 2018). However, limited research exists 
examining the effectiveness of these organisations and their relation to resilience 
thinking; and in particular, their experimentation with entrenched relationships 
between food, consumers, and producers is also underrepresented in academic 
literature (Davies et al., 2017). Therefore, it is important to examine the on-the-
ground work these organisations are partaking in and to determine whether AFNs are 
contributing to positive socio-ecological systems, to continue moving forward in the 
pursuit of more resilient food systems (Davies et al., 2017; Beacham, 2018).  
 
Significant tensions exist that challenge the positioning and effectiveness of localised 
food networks, and these must be explored in order to create a sustainable food future. 
There is an urgent need to address food insecurity issues and to challenge the existing 
structure that fosters food system vulnerabilities (Marsden, 2014). Understanding how 
these food networks and the organisations that comprise them negotiate these tensions 
and challenges may help to better capture and value the potential of these systems, 
leading to a broader transition to a more equitable and sustainable food system (Rossi 
2016, p. 4). Moreover, the ability of alternative food networks to deliver both 
environmental and social justice issues is increasingly being called into question 
(Hodgins & Fraser, 2018). Therefore, it is both timely and necessary to investigate the 
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positioning and functionality of AFNs with regards to food systems resilience, the 
focus of this thesis. 
 
1.2 Research Scope 
The aim of this project is to examine the role of organisations in building food 
security and resilience in the Illawarra region. In this project, organisations that are 
central to analysis include: 1) organisations involved in working with food insecure 
populations; 2) local producers and suppliers; 3) local retailers using local 
suppliers/environmentally conscious produce; or 4) organisations involved in food 
waste practices and distribution. Interviews will be used to examine the extent to 
which these organisations contribute to localised food networks, food security, and 
positive environmental action in relation to food production and consumption.  
 
1.3 Objectives and Research Questions 
The over-arching objectives of this research are: 
1) To determine whether and how organisations shape the resilience of localised 
food systems; 
2) To establish how these findings about organisations change 
conceptualisations of resilience. 
Within this, the key research questions are: 
1) To what extent do food organisations contribute to the reconfiguration of 




2) In what ways do localised food systems contribute to community awareness 
of food in its socio-ecological context? 
3) To what extent and how do organisations help tackle food security issues in 
the Illawarra region? 
4) What dynamics and relationships sustain organisations in the local food 
network? 
 
1.4 Key findings  
This thesis examines the positioning and functionality of localised food networks in 
regards to facilitating greater resilience in food systems. This study finds that 
organisations contribute to the sharing of knowledge, particularly through hands-on 
experience. Effective change is incremental rather than systemic, but there is a focus 
on equity. Meaningful transformation is enacted via the informal and networked 
positioning of these organisations within their local communities. Although small scale, 
this transformation appears to be sustainable over the long term, in comparison to the 
dominant globalised food system. Overall, the results indicate that resilience thinking, 
in addition to government policy makers and legislators, needs to take the role of 
localised food networks into account regarding their role in incremental systemic 
change.  
 
1.5 Thesis Outline 
This thesis comprises seven chapters and proceeds as follows. Chapter 2 provides a 
detailed literature review, identifying key tenets of resilience. Chapter 3 describes the 
research methodology, and Chapters 4 – 6 present the empirical results. Chapter 7 
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Chapter 2 : Literature Review 
 
2.1 Introduction  
The sustainability of the dominant globalised food system has been questioned from 
ethical, environmental, social, and economic perspectives (Sage, 2010). Seemingly, 
present-day society is at a crossroads, and a point of divergence, in assessing and 
challenging our dominant food system. While there are a rich diversity of food practices 
and processes globally, there are also now very few humans across the world who are 
not dependent on a globalised food system (Sage, 2010). Food sourcing has shifted 
from local, to national, and now international, creating a globalised dominant food 
system (Lang, 2009). This global food system now encompasses “agricultural 
production, food processing distribution, retailing, and consumption” (Pearson et al., 
2013, p. 183). Through productivist regimes, tied to political and economic systems of 
colonisation and developmentalism, global food systems are nonetheless characterised 
by increasing uncertainty in supply, including uneven patterns of abundance and 
scarcity (Jarosz, 2008).  One of the key challenges, as Beacham (2018) points out, is to 
develop more diverse, experimental food systems that can adjust to the social and 
environmental limitations of the current food system.  
As set out in this chapter, this focus on diversity and experimentation resonates with 
resilience thinking: an approach that emphasises social learning, adaptability, diversity, 
and the nurturing of socio-ecological systems (Anderson, 2015; Davoudi, 2012; Miller 
et al., 2010). However, despite the potential application of resilience to food systems, 
resilience is often conceptualised more narrowly in terms of ensuring national food 
supply. A significant literature in cultural and environmental geography has 
nonetheless revealed the many ways in which human-food relations are changing and 
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evolving, where deeper knowledge, awareness, organisational capacity, diversity, and 
equity through food systems are developed.  One of the sites where such characteristics 
have been observed - and the key focus of this thesis - is in alternative food networks.  
Alternative Food Networks (AFNs) are a citizen-driven attempt at re-spatializing food 
by establishing shorter relationships between both producers and consumers that 
operate outside of the dominant global food regime (Cerrada-Serra et al., 2018; Dixon 
& Richards, 2015). AFNs such as localised food production methods are commonly 
interpreted throughout the literature as a set of food practices and relationships that can 
reconfigure human relationships with food in more sustainable and nurturing ways. 
However, critics caution against this movement as being unethical and segregated. For 
example, AFNs may exacerbate existing socio-economic disparity by catering to more 
affluent individuals (e.g. produce is expensive) and may inherently involve a lack of 
representation of ethnic minorities (Guthman, 2008). 
Recognising the challenges of food provisioning in the 21st century, the remainder of 
this chapter proceeds as follows. Section 2.2 examines the uncertainty surrounding 
global food systems, followed by an assessment of resilience thinking (Section 2.3) and 
what a resilience perspective could contribute to sustainable food (Section 2.4). Next, 
alternative food networks (Section 2.5) and critiques of these alternate networks 
(Section 2.6) are presented. Section 2.7 concludes the chapter with a discussion of the 
possibilities in moving forward towards an equitable and resilient food future. 
2.2 Uncertainty in global food systems 
Food production dominates a large percentage of the global land surface and water 
bodies, and competition for these resources will intensify as global populations grow 
and the effects of climate change become increasingly apparent (Morley et al., 2014). 
Such stresses are already placing the global food system under pressure to produce 
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more food using fewer natural resources (Pearson et al., 2013). Simultaneously, the 
diversity of food production methods is declining, a circumstance that Morley et al. 
(2014) claim will cause a likely acceleration of human activity away from direct food 
production by communities, thus causing a greater reliance on the dominant globalised 
food system. Current global agricultural rates contribute around 14% of all human 
greenhouse gas emissions, exacerbating socio-ecological stresses (Campbell-Lendrum 
& Druss-Ustun, 2019; Sage, 2010). The intensive nature of food production contributes 
significantly to environmental degradation (Wiskere, 2009).   
Domination of the food market by a small number of corporations leads to 
overproduction, high levels of waste, and market distortions predominantly borne by 
lower socio-economic classes (Morley et al., 2014). Roughly one-third of the world’s 
food goes to waste (FAO, 2019). In developing countries with substandard transport 
infrastructure, food is primarily wasted due to issues with transportation and storage 
(Turner, 2018). In contrast, in developed countries, this loss occurs predominantly after 
food is purchased and taken back to households. Wiskere (2009) discusses the 
disconnection that has occurred in the food system, with large corporations continually 
seeking profits by widening the supply chain, creating large distances between 
producers, suppliers, and consumers of food. Consumers are becoming increasingly 
unaware of where and how their food is produced. As geographers have noted 
(Beacham 2018; Cloke et al., 2017), there is a lack of care for the everyday dealings of 
the more-than-human world, and this lack of care emerges through the ‘metabolic rift’ 
whereby food production is hidden from consumers through extended supply chains 
(Gandy, 2018). With the focus of the current food system being driven by cost-effective 
production and profit maximisation, social and environmental considerations are 
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overlooked and the rest of the socio-ecological system is thrown into a crisis (Wiskere, 
2009).  
As Hobod and Eakin (2015) note, the viability of the current food system is in doubt. It 
requires considerable amounts of energy, resources, time, and effort to maintain the 
food system as it is; yet crucially, this same food system is not achieving its goals. More 
than 800 million people are now classified as food insecure (Jarosz, 2008). Food 
security can be defined as “the ability of individuals, households and communities to 
acquire appropriate and nutritious food on a regular and reliable basis, and using 
socially acceptable means” (Law et al., 2011, p. 456). The emphasis here lays on 
‘appropriate and nutritious food’ as food security is not necessarily associated with 
hunger; obesity levels are also a large indicator of food insecurity in a population (Law 
et al., 2011). Regular consumption of processed foods (containing high quantities of 
fat, salt, and sugar) can cause obesity and other related health problems (Shaw, 2016). 
Among adults, food insecurity is associated with an increased risk of chronic conditions 
including diabetes and hypertension.  Among children, food insecurity is associated 
with problematic behaviour and delayed development (McKay, 2019). The dominant 
globalised food system allows easier access and financial incentives to purchase 
processed foods over fruit and vegetables. In a disadvantaged town in Birmingham in 
the UK, The Economist (2002) found that 90% of households were within 500 metres 
of shops that sold predominantly processed foods (Shaw, 2016). Less healthy, but more 
energy dense diets filled with processed foods are a lot cheaper than diets with large 
quantities of fruit and vegetables in major supermarkets. Often less affluent families 
deliberately choose the cheaper but less healthy alternatives as a means to pay off other, 
more pressing bills (Crowe & Smith, 2012). Accessing healthy food alternatives may 
not be possible for many communities, as access requires a secure means of transport, 
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money, and storage facilities at home (Shaw, 2016). There are a range of factors that 
contribute to an individual’s susceptibility to becoming food insecure, including 
cooking skills, employment and housing status, economic hardship, and access to 
healthy food (Crowe & Smith, 2012; Shaw, 2016). 
While enough food is produced in Australia to feed the population, distribution within 
the current food system is unequal, with many unable to afford food (Crowe & Smith, 
2012). Approximately 5% of the Australian population experiences food insecurity 
(Rosier, 2011). Groups at high risk include unemployed people, indigenous, culturally, 
and linguistically diverse (CALD) people, single parent households, low-income 
earners, and young people (Rosier, 2011). There are very few people who are not 
dependent on the global food trading system. This same system “overproduces and is 
increasingly wasteful on the one hand, and through its supply chains and trading 
policies creates growing scarcities on the other” (Sage, 2010, p. 95). Food security is 
dependent on strong relationships between consumers and producers, yet agri-food 
policy is typically based on formal partnerships between national governments, 
international bodies, and a small component of the agribusiness sector (Carey et al., 
2016). Policies were developed with the assumption that producing more food would 
resolve the social crisis, yet inequalities in markets, access, and culture prevail (Lang, 
2009).  
As a result, there is serious uncertainty surrounding the long-term sustainability of the 
current food system (Morley et al., 2014).  Considerable turmoil in global food markets 
caused by increases in food prices and competition for declining natural resources have 
led Coulsen and Sonnino (2019, p. 174) to frame the global food system in terms of a 
‘global food crisis’ (see also Jarosz, 2008; Sage, 2014). Recognising the social and 
ecological costs of the global food production system, Marsden and Morley (2014, p. 
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1) suggest that “we have seemingly entered a new period of destabilization…we are at 
an historical juncture where past systems of regulating the twin problems of food 
sustainability and food security are no longer ‘fit for purpose’’. 
One of the key challenges, as Beacham (2018) points out, is to develop more diverse, 
experimental food systems that can adjust to the social and environmental limitations 
of the current food system. This focus on diversity and experimentation resonates with 
resilience thinking, an approach that has emerged due to increasing uncertainty in social 
and ecological life (Anderson, 2015).  
2.3 Resilience Thinking 
Resilience has become a prevalent discourse over the last 20 years (Barr & Devine-
Wright, 2011); so much so, that it appears to be everywhere, from business courses, 
city planning, university subjects, government and non-government reports, to future 
policy frameworks (Anderson, 2015; Davoudi, 2012). The term is derived from the 
Latin root ‘rei-lire’, meaning to spring back. This is the definition most commonly used 
in engineering and natural sciences, referring to the capacity of a system to both absorb 
disturbance and effectively ‘bounce-back’ to its original state (Davoudi, 2012; Jehlicka 
et al., 2018; Miller et al., 2010). The way to maximise resources is not to calculate 
maximum sustainable yield (the measure of how much of a resource can be used 
without destroying the potential for further yield) but to develop alternative reserves in 
case of disruption (Hollings, 1996). 
However, over the last 20 years, resilience has been embraced by the social sciences 
wherein resilient systems are seen to be characterised by their capacity to adapt and 
transform, rather than to return to a steady-state after disruption.  Focusing on the 
relationships between linked ecological and social systems, resilience in the social 
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sciences is referred to variously as socio-ecological resilience (Barr & Devine-Wright, 
2011; Jehlicka et al., 2018) and evolutionary resilience (Davoudi, 2012). 
One of the central tenets of resilience thinking relates to the ability of systems to adapt 
to changes characterised by uncertainty.  For instance, Adger (2000) defines social 
resilience as the “ability of groups or communities to cope with external stresses and 
disturbances as a result of social, political, and environmental change” (p. 347). 
Similarly, Hopkins (2008) defines resilience as the ability of a system to hold together 
and maintain the ability to function in the face of change (Hopkins, 2008 as cited in 
Barr & Devine-Wright, 2011, p. 526).  
A second key tenet of resilience concerns diversity. Diversity relates to the number of 
elements (i.e., people, businesses, sources) that comprise a particular system and the 
diversity of these functions (Hopkins, 2008).  For example, systems with rigid control, 
hierarchical power systems, and a key focus on efficiency and profit maximisation are 
examples of a system with low resilience due to limited system diversity (Walker & 
Salt, 2012). These systems may work well until a disturbance hits any part of the supply 
chain; as they lack the capacity to transform and adapt, these systems are likely to stop 
working (Walker & Salt, 2012). If the system in question is the globalised food system, 
this inability to deal with change could have detrimental effects for millions of people.    
A related, third tenet concerns the capacity of systems to self-organise and move 
through adaptive cycles, as the basis of renewal and reorganisation (Berkes, 2007; 
Miller et al., 2010; Walker & Salt, 2012). Self-organisation also speaks to the 
transformability of resilient systems, meaning they are able to re-configure in the face 
of stress and strain (Walker & Salt, 2012).  
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Fourth, and following from this, resilient systems are seen to be experimental where 
knowledge is developed through feedback, constant reflection, and shared learning in 
practice (Berkes, 2007; Miller et al., 2010; Walker & Salt, 2012). In this regard, 
resilience thinking adopts a ‘flat hierarchy’ in terms of knowledge, adopting a 
collaborative approach to innovation and change. No one authority or agent has control 
of the system, and all parts and agents are involved in transformative practices (Berkes, 
2007; Miller et al., 2010; Walker & Salt, 2012). 
Finally, ecological and social worlds are conceptualised as linked, inter-dependent 
systems. In this regard, resilience thinking seeks to foster knowledge and collaboration 
around the interconnection of social and ecological worlds (Berkes, 2007; Davoudi, 
2012).  
It is important to note that these tenets of resilience operate on three levels: as a way of 
viewing and analysing the world (concepts), as features of resilient systems 
(descriptions), and as normative goals or aims for diverse and adaptable socio-
ecological systems. While these tenets can be applied to food systems (set out below) 
resilience thinking has also been criticised for overlooking questions of vulnerability, 
equity, defining the desired state, and questions of scale. These tenets are also set out 
in Table 2.1 
In terms of vulnerability, Miller et al. (2010, p. 6) argue that resilience thinking cannot 
be realised without first understanding ‘the socio-political processes’ and linkages ‘that 
underpin the foundations of vulnerability’. Further, for Davoudi (2012), resilience 
thinking is virtually ‘power blind’, with conflict over questions regarding what 
comprises a desired and acceptable level of resilience and for whom it would be 
applicable. There are also questions regarding the boundaries between different 
systems. This emerges in discussion of specified and generalised resilience (Miller et 
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al., 2010; Walker & Salt 2012). The definitions used for these terms in this study come 
from Walker & Salt (2012), wherein “specified resilience is the resilience of some 
specified part of the system to a specified shock, i.e. a particular kind of disturbance” 
(Walker & Salt, 2012, p. 18). General resilience “is the capacity of a system that allows 
it to absorb disturbances of all kinds (including novel and unforeseen) so that all parts 
of the system remain functioning as they have in the past” (Walker & Salt, 2012, p. 18). 
Both are important because attempting to make a system more resilient in a particular 
way “may inadvertently result in it becoming less resilient in other ways” (Miller et al., 
2010, p. 3).  
Table 2.1 Tenets of Resilience 
 
Tenet Description Literature 
Adaptation  The ability of a system to hold together and 
maintain the ability to function in the face of 
changes characterised by unforeseen risks.  
Hopkins (2008)  
Adger (2003) 
Diversity Systems with rigid control and hierarchical power 
systems are examples of systems with low 
resilience due to limited diversity. 
Walker & Salt (2012) 
Berkes (2007)  
Hopkins (2008) 
Self-organisation The capacity of systems to self-organise and move 
through adaptive cycles, as the basis of renewal and 
reorganisation. 
Berkes (2007 
Miller et al. (2010) 
Walker & Salt (2012) 
Collaborative  ‘Flat hierarchy’, where no one authority or agent 
has control of the system, and all parts and agents 
are involved in transformative practices.  
Berkes (2007) 
Miller et al. (2010) 
Walker & Salt (2012) 
Linked socio-
ecological systems 
Resilience thinking seeks to foster knowledge and 
collaboration around the interconnection of social 





Resilient systems are seen to be experimental 
where knowledge is developed through feedback, 
constant reflection, and shared learning in practice.   
Berkes (2007) 
Miller et al. (2010) 





2.4 Resilience and Food 
As resilience focuses on adaptation and transformation, it provides a useful model to 
assess food systems described by Marsden and Morley (2014, p. 1) as no longer ‘fit for 
purpose’. Hobod and Eakin (2015) for instance argue that applying the concept of 
resilience thinking can lead to a more just, equitable, and secure food system. As 
aforementioned, the dominant globalised food system is heavily profit driven and often 
neglects the multifunctional nature of food systems (i.e. social, economic, and 
ecological domains); in doing so, it is ‘susceptible to surprise, shocks and unanticipated 
change’ (Hobod & Eakin, 2015). A resilience framework highlights the importance of 
diversity and flexibility within the food system, so that there are systems in place that 
allow the food regime to continue moving forward even during times of great 
disturbance (Hobod & Eakin, 2015; Smith et al., 2015). For example, Klocker et al. 
(2018) note that experimental adaptation methods should be employed in Australia that 
leverage the diverse agricultural skills and knowledge of migrants. For instance, mixed-
cropping systems have been recognised as an adaptive approach for diversity in the 
production stage, and as a measure for climatic variability (Klocker et al., 2018). Food 
policy decision makers must consider linked socio-ecological systems and question 
both the short-term value of profit maximisation and longer-term critical issues such as 
environmental degradation caused by the current food system. The narrow focus on 
profit maximisation in the food system has a range of negative consequences on water 
and natural resource availability, food security, nutritional aspects of food, and 
economic diversity (Hobod & Eakin, 2015). 
Hobod and Eakin (2015) also argue that food has significant social and cultural 
meaning for all of humanity (as well as being necessary to maintain human life), 
noting that the food system has been “the primary driver of ecological change on the 
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planet” (Hobod & Eakin 2015, p. 477). It is therefore critically important that our 
food system is secure and resilient. Hobod and Eakin (2015, p. 477) further state: “at 
both a global scale and the indivisible scale of the individual human, there must be 
adequate production and distribution of food to maintain all human life; no regime 
shift that compromises that core function can be morally permitted.” Davoudi (2012) 
and Hobod and Eakin (2015) view resilient food systems as a matter of morals and 
ethics. This raises the question of social justice, a notion that is commonly exempt 
from a resilience thinking approach.  
Ultimately, Hobod and Eakin (2015) identify two distinct ways that resilience 
thinking can be applied to our current food system. Firstly, it can be used to work out 
how to achieve food security for all; and secondly, to help maintain that essential 
function by preparing the system for surprises and potential regime shifts. They 
conclude that ‘a resilience perspective advocates for neither complete connectivity 
nor isolated self-reliance, nor does it advocate for change over stability or loss over 
conservation. Rather, a resilient food system recognizes that all of these attributes are 
essential for maintaining system function, learning, and adaptation’ (Hobod and 
Eakin, 2015, p. 482). 
Despite this engagement by Hobod and Eakin (2015) around resilience and food 
systems, resilience in food systems is often applied at the national level regarding 
questions of food supply. At the same time, the literature on resilience (cited above) 
tends to focus on the scale of cities, disasters, neighbourhoods and economic systems. 
This demonstrates that engagement is not centred on food systems and does not hold 
the organisational level at significance.   
Notwithstanding, a significant literature in cultural and environmental geography has 
revealed the many experimental sites through which human-food relations are being 
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reconfigured and where deeper knowledge, awareness, organisational capacity, and 
equity through food systems are being developed.  One of the sites where such 
characteristics have been observed - and the key focus of this thesis - is in alternative 
food networks, described in the following section.  
2.5 Alternative Food Networks 
In recent years, the term Alternative Food Network (AFN) has experienced increasing 
popularity in academic contexts. It has developed into something of an all-
encompassing term applied to a vast array of emerging food schemes and initiatives 
that are seeking to reconfigure producer-consumer relations, including farmers markets, 
wholefood and cooperative stores, and the shift from productivism to quality production 
(Venn et al., 2006). “Although ubiquitous, the term has served to highlight the growth 
in food initiatives and renewed interest in forging closer and more authentic links 
between the supply and demand ends of the food supply chain” (Venn et al., 2006, p. 
256). 
Many authors have emphasised the importance of alternative food networks as a 
suggested system through which the assumptions and practices underpinning the 
current, problematic food regime can be reconfigured towards a more ethical socio-
ecological system (Beacham, 2018; Cloke et al., 2017). Head (2016) suggests that 
anthropogenic agricultural changes must be considered at the community-level in order 
to derive viable and flexible solutions to ensure future food security.  Beacham (2018) 
expands on this notion, positioning AFN organisations as facilitators of more-than-
human ethics of care in order to tackle anthropogenic processes of climate change, 
indicating that they can exist alongside the dominant food regime rather than being 
implemented at some point in the distant future.  
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Through researching existing organisations in the AFN movement, we can learn from 
what is happening on the ground and moving forward to continue strengthening these 
movements (Beacham, 2018). Turner (2018) discusses the importance of having unique 
personalised experiences with food, particularly the viscerality of fresh produce, in 
facilitating ethical ecological thinking. Close attention to the origins of food (in terms 
of where it is grown, by whom, seasonality, and potential uses) unsettles the belief that 
there is a divide between humans and more-than-humans (Turner, 2018). By engaging 
with AFNs, consumers are able to purchase seasonal produce, become aware of any 
wasteful behaviours, and gain the skills to manage in times of uncertainty, necessary 
characteristics given today’s volatile weather patterns and climatic shifts (Turner, 
2018).  Many Australians desire a more profound connection with their food and its 
origins, and AFNs are able to provide that (Rose & Gaynor, 2018). In this way, AFNs 
allow individuals to examine their impact on the more-than-human world by engaging 
them in agricultural processes and the consequences of the dominant global food 
system. Beacham (2018) notes that it is necessary to recognise that the more-than-
human world is an inherent part of agriculture procedures (e.g. refrain from chemical 
use in food production so as to encourage biodiversity) in order to organise food 
production for the better.  
Local sustainable food systems may be a means to achieve resilience by increasing 
community sustainability and self-sufficiency, thus forging flexible and long-term 
strategies to deal with potential food insecurity issues (Rossi, 2017). The popularity of 
local, seasonal produce has seen significant growth in countries of the Global North, 
such as the United States, United Kingdom, and Australia in the past two decades (Sage, 
2010). Local food can be “defined as food that is grown and distributed regionally” 
(Olson, 2019, p. 18). Key characteristics of localised food networks include shorter 
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supply chains, environmental sustainability, and closer relationships between producers 
and consumers (Cerrada-Serra et al., 2018). Alternative food networks encourage 
relations between consumers and the food market, connecting consumers with where 
their food is coming from (Wiskere, 2009). In the current food system, consumers have 
virtually no knowledge of and no relationship with the people and the land that produces 
their food (Gaynor & Rose, 2018), so the consumer-producer relation is central to the 
development of broader awareness of linked socio-ecological systems. There is an 
urgent need to address food insecurity issues and to challenge the existing structure that 
fosters food system vulnerabilities (Marsden & Morley, 2014).  
2.6 Critiques of the Alternative Food Movement 
AFNs contribute to many of the features of resilience systems, including shared 
knowledge, diversity, openness, and feedback. Local systems in the form of farmers 
markets and cooperatives appear to be a happy medium, bridging the divide between 
the globalised food system and complete self-sufficiency. However, these initiatives 
have drawn criticism for a variety of reasons.  
AFNs are often criticised for contributing to patterns of social exclusion, leading to 
gentrification and further widening the gap between socio-economic classes in terms of 
access to food, with implications for food security (Guthman, 2008). Guthman (2008) 
further notes that various socio-economic factors, such as class, race, and gender, are 
often overlooked in the development of AFNs, exacerbating existing socio-economic 
divides and hindering resilience of food systems. Communities often view local food 
movements as a niche initiative catering primarily for affluent citizens (Guthman, 
2008). Local food movements can also exacerbate poverty issues, as “fruit and 
vegetables account for roughly a quarter of exports in some developing countries” 
(Carolan, 2012, p. 237). Thus, a shift over to an entirely local food system in the 
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majority of the world’s nations may impact these countries’ development trajectories 
unless food initiatives are implemented to secure fair trade and decent prices for local 
farmers (Guthman, 2008). In contrast to Guthman’s (2008) view, Alkon (2012) notes 
the recent emergence of AFNS aiming to challenge problems of cultural and racial 
elitism, providing hope that such systems can be integrated more fully into local 
communities.  
Further, food miles as a concept has been challenged, with analysis finding that 
transportation only represents 11% of life cycle greenhouse gas emissions for food 
(Carolan, 2012). Most greenhouse gas emissions associated with food can “largely be 
attributed to the production phase” (Carolan, 2012, p. 239). If an alternative food 
network is being promoted based on the concept of food miles, this is not enough of a 
reason to change from the dominant food system, as reducing food miles does not 
automatically bring net environmental benefit (Mitchell et al., 2017). There also needs 
to be greater sustainable production and growth of the food in question. Carolan (2012) 
notes that a change in diet (e.g. less red meat and dairy) would be a more effective 
means of lowering one’s greenhouse gas footprint than buying local. 
Overall, while localised food movements may contribute to alleviating food insecurity 
concerns and help reform the currently unsustainable food system, there is presently 
little evidence available that such initiatives are any better than the dominant globalised 
food system at ensuring that food insecure populations have equitable access to healthy 
food options. AFNs also rely heavily on volunteer contributions, and “economic 
viability is a universal concern for these initiatives” (Mount et al., 2012, p. 220). Heavy 
reliance on funding limits these organisations’ “ability to plan, and pursuing funding 




While local food movements can contribute in a positive way to increase conscious 
environmental action, it is not clear whether and how they are able to address food 
insecurity, and/or foster meaningful opportunities for shared learning and new practices 
as the basis of more resilient food systems. Moreover, there is little understanding of 
the ways organisations in these localised food networks may be unsettling the 
predominant globalised food system and alleviating community-based food stresses 
(Santo & Moragues-Faus, 2018). Significant tensions exist that challenge the 
positioning and effectiveness of localised food networks, and these must be explored 
in order to create a resilient food future. 
Understanding how alternative food networks and the organisations that comprise them 
negotiate these tensions and challenges may help to better capture and value the 
potential of these systems, leading to ‘broader opportunities for transformation to more 
resilient food systems’ (Rossi 2016, p. 4). Hodgins and Fraser (2018) call into question 
whether alternative food networks have the ability to deliver on environmental and 
social justice issues. However, it is important to remember that they are a diverse 
movement. Whilst farmers markets may be pricing out low-income families, other not-
for-profit initiatives could contribute to food security. Moreover, while many 
organisations within AFNs are made up of volunteers, Baker and McGuirk (2019) 
suggest that volunteer networks shape wider policy trajectories in ways that formal 
government bodies and authorities cannot, and have a bigger impact than originally 
perceived.  
This chapter has demonstrated that resilience is a complex, multi-faceted issue. 
Alternative food systems are fighting against the odds in the context of dominant, 
globalised food systems. It is necessary and important to investigate how these 
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alternative food movements manage these tensions and whether in doing so, they 






Chapter 3 : Research Methodology 
 
3.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents the research methodology used to investigate the Illawarra local 
food movement. Qualitative semi-structured interviews with key organisations in the 
Illawarra AFN are utilised.  This allows the researcher to achieve rapport with the 
participants and gain deeper insights into developing new understanding about food 
and resilience. This methodology aims to facilitate new insights into the localised 
food network that is present in the Illawarra and to understand whether and how 
social capital (such as community networks) and resilience is built through these 
organisations. This chapter proceeds as follows. Section 3.2 assesses the suitability of 
the qualitative research approach and Section 3.3 provides relevant ethics approval 
information. Section 3.4 describes the sample recruitment process and Section 3.5 
discusses the processes of achieving informed consent and confidentially. Section 3.6 
details the semi-structured interview procedure including thematic analysis. Finally, 
Section 3.7 presents the researcher’s positionality statement.  
3.2 Suitability of the Qualitative Research Approach 
Literature examining the ways AFNs facilitate new socio-ecological relationships 
between humans and food systems primarily focuses on close examination of 
individuals in their dealings with food (Ames, 2018; Beacham, 2018; Turner, 2018; 
Waitt, 2015). However, as Davies and Evans (2019) note, cities and regions are 
characterised by a wide range of organisations comprising AFNS.  These include the 
“redistribution of food from retailers to charities, pay-as-you-feel cafes, public 
fridges, and other activities/ practices that reconnect residents with growing, cooking 
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and eating food together” (Davies & Evans, 2019, p. 155). These organisations all 
‘seek to disrupt notions of food as a commercial commodity’ and are therefore 
recognised by the authors as comprising alternatives within dominant food systems 
(Davies & Evans, 2019, p. 155).  The motivations of organisations in alternative food 
network also varies in complexity: some prioritise environmental concerns, and for 
others animal rights, or perhaps, growing local food was instilled as a practice and 
philosophy among participants from their youth (Davies & Evans, 2019). Davies et al. 
(2017) set out to explore this diverse, complex network by examining the practices of 
urban food sharing in over 100 different cities, and across 43 countries and 6 
continents. They found that these alternative food networks go beyond immediate 
social interactions with family and friends; instead they comprise an international 
phenomena happening all across the globe, and not confined purely to wealthy cities, 
as otherwise suggested by literature (see Guthman, 2008) (Davies et al., 2017). While 
this work provides insight into the geographical extent and diverse focus of the 
organisations, their role in contributing to more resilient food systems has been less 
well explored. 
In order to examine the role of local food organisations in relation to resilient food 
systems, this research uses qualitative semi-structured interviews. One reason why 
qualitative semi-structured interviews are applicable in researching the organisations 
in these networks is because the networks themselves are ‘under the radar’ and 
engaged with emergent practices (Davies et al., 2017). There isn’t much data 
regarding these networks in the academic literature, particularly in terms of resilience. 
Further, the ways that they come together and their complex, varying motivations are 
only just being explored (Davies and Evans, 2019). Identifying and understanding the 
diversity of organisations and their motivations requires a qualitative approach to 
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provide a focused and feasible method of gleaming insight into organisations 
developing and facilitating food relationships beyond those prioritised in globalised 
and industrialised food systems.  
Hays (2016) notes that qualitative research interviews are particularly useful in such 
contexts: 1) to fill a gap in knowledge where alternative methods are insufficient; 2) 
to investigate a range of complex behaviours and motivations; and 3) to collect a 
diversity of perspectives. Semi-structured interviews utilise a series of ordered 
questions with inherent flexibility, enabling the researcher to explore areas of 
relevance in more depth. This approach is particularly suited to the aims of this 
research project as it allows the participants to talk in-depth about the foundations, 
structures and facilitation roles of their organisations and for the researcher to 
investigate complex and emerging processes that might otherwise be difficult to 
document in more structured quantitative and qualitative methods (i.e. surveys) 
(Hays, 2016).  
3.3 Ethics Approval 
Ethics approval was sought and granted by the Social Sciences Human Research 
Ethics Committee of the University of Wollongong (Ethics Reference Number: 
2019/102; see Appendix A). 
3.4 Recruitment and Sample 
The study sample was developed in collaboration with Food Fairness Illawarra (FFI) 
in order to include a broad and diverse range of alternative food organisations in the 
Illawarra region. FFI is a non-government organisation that aims to ensure food 
security for all in the Illawarra by facilitating information and events for organisations 
in the Illawarra AFN.  FFI has approximately 700 members, including academics, 
students, local producers, local retailers, and other organisations such as local 
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councils. Building on existing relationships developed through the School of 
Geography and Sustainable Communities internship program, participants for this 
research project were recruited through the FFI member pool. This study used 
purposeful sampling, which is a form of sampling where participants are selected on 
the basis of criteria.  It allows key participants to contribute who are “likely to provide 
data that is detailed and relevant to the research question” (Jupp, 2006, p. 245). This 
was imperative for this study as it investigates a niche band of actors in the Illawarra 
alternative food network. A limitation of this method is that potential biases could 
occur; to prevent this, the selection criteria were created in line with research in both 
the field and academia of the dynamics of AFNs, so that no one relevant to the study 
was excluded. As such, there exists a “consistency between the aims, the basis of the 
research and the criteria used for selecting the sample” (Jupp, 2006, p. 244). In order 
to qualify for consideration in this study, participants had to be FFI members and 
contribute to organisations or businesses operating in the local food system. This 
includes organisations: 1) involved in working with food insecure populations; 2) 
local producers and suppliers; 3) local retailers using local suppliers/environmentally 
conscious produce; or 4) organisations involved in food waste practices and 
distribution. These groups of participants were identified through academic literature 
as being the common spread of what makes up an alternative food movement. 
Academics and student members of FFI are excluded from this study. The secretariat 
of FFI, Berbel Franse, contacted 25 members in FFI that met the inclusion criteria on 
the researcher’s behalf. Of these 25, 15 members responded and indicated they were 
willing to be participants in this study. Table 3.1 provides a summary of the 
participants of this study and Figure 3.1 maps their geographical location within the 
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Illawarra region. The initial contact email, consent form, and participant information 
sheet can be found in Appendices B, C, and D, respectively. 
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Table 3.1 Summary of participating organisations in the Illawarra region 
Name of organisation Type of 
organisation  
Core business activity Name 
Popes Produce Micro-for-profit 
enterprise 
Produce grower, sells vegetable and salad mixes to customers in the 






Gathering and growing produce, site for people to come and grow food 
and use the compost systems. 
Rhiannon 
Green Connect Not-for-profit 
Social enterprise  
Employing young people and former refugees. Operating a farm, selling 
fruit and vegetables locally and veg boxes to the local community. Also 
working in zero waste- helping school organisations, schools and events 
to be more sustainable. 
Kylie 
Cook Chill Chat/ Stir it 
up!  
Not-for-profit Part of the Healthy Cities movement, funded by the World Health 
Organisation. Delivering programs around physical activity, nutrition, 
building community capacity and healthy ageing.  
Helen 
Hidden Harvest Volunteer-based  Food waste education organisation. Aiming to upskill community 
members by providing them with the opportunity to see, feel and taste 
how good society’s food waste is at the moment. Income goes back into 
the events run by this organisation. 
Berbel 
Food Fairness Illawarra Not-for-profit 
community 
coalition  
Administered by Healthy Cities Illawarra, funded by the World Health 
Organisation. Stands to reduce food insecurity through facilitating 
connection, advocating, capacity building, education and research. 
Berbel 
Organisation 1  For-profit Growing fresh produce for locals, including honey and eggs. Also 
hosting an open farm every Sunday. 
n/a 
A Garden For Life Sole trader Landscape design, also specialising in permaculture design and native 
design. Running workshops for preschools, schools, and the wider 
community. Workshops around seed raising, citrus, indoor plants, bush 
tucker (especially bush foods native to this area).  
Narrelle 
Flame Tree Food Co-op Co-operative  Shop that provides purchasing items in bulk, with minimal packaging 




into the co-operative and with that comes the ability to run for office, 
vote in an annual general meeting and also volunteer. 
Unanderra Community 
Garden 
Not-for-profit A part of Unanderra Community Centre and is governed by an NGO 
called Unanderra Figtree Residents Association (made up of local 
community members). Is funded by NSW Human Services Department 
for two core programs: community development and a youth project. 
Main focus of this organisation is strengthening community. 
Sandra 
The Source Bulk Food 
Wollongong 
Franchise Main goals are cutting down on the waste of food shopping, supporting 
Australian products where possible and reducing the use of plastics in 





free lunch service  
Community led service that provides free lunch to community members 
3 times a week (used to be 4, but due to budget cuts, had to be restricted). 
Was originally funded by Partners in Crime. 
Donna 
Organisation 2 Non-Government 
organisation 
Funded through Baptist Care fund raising and aged care. Main goals are 
providing care and support to people living with disadvantage, including 
food, access to services, shower facilities, and washing clothes. 
n/a 
Oz Harvest Not-for-profit Australia’s leading food rescue organisation, rescues food that would 
otherwise go to waste from over 3000 different organisations and 
redistributes that food to over 1,600 charities.  
Amelia 
Fair Food Forager For-profit A website and app that lists ethical and sustainable food venues.  Paul  
 
 















From the outset Table 3.1 shows that these organisations are heterogeneous in terms 
of business model and core business activity. The majority of the sample (10 out of 
the 15) are not-for-profit organisations. 4 out of the 15 are involved with growing 
fresh produce (Popes Produce, Thirroul Community Garden, Green Connect, and A 
Garden for Life). 2 out of the 15 (Oz Harvest and Hidden Harvest) specialise in waste 
redistribution recovery. All of the organisations in this study are dependent on 
volunteers in varying contexts. For 3 out of the 15 their organisations depended 
wholly on volunteers (Hidden Harvest, Thirroul Community Garden, and Warrawong 
Community Lunch). For the other 12 organisations, this dependency was only 
partially volunteer-based with the accompaniment of paid employees. Even when 
grouped together, diversity still exists in these organisations. For instance, Green 
Connect is a producer but is also doing very different things to the other growers, 
such as specialising in zero waste and employing people who represent the highest 
percentage of unemployment in the Illawarra. The diverse nature of these 
organisations allows them to do particular things that more formal organisations 
might not be able to achieve. For instance, Green Connect allows alternative 
pathways that can employ people who may not necessarily make the business a profit. 
In this case the organisation considers investing in the community to be ‘profitable’. 
The informality and flexible nature of the scope of organisations is further 
demonstrated in Hidden Harvest, which provides a 3-course meal based entirely on 
food that would have otherwise been wasted. They are able to do this through Oz 
Harvest, who rallied for the law in NSW and QLD to be changed so there was no fear 








food from over 3000 different organisations, including one of Australia’s major 
supermarket giants (Woolworths) and two of Australia’s major airlines (Qantas and 
Virgin). This has additional benefits to other AFNs to deliver surplus food to 
charities, for example Organisation 2 and Cook Chill Chat are both dependent on food 
deliveries from Oz Harvest to feed and supply their clientele.  
3.5 Informed consent and confidentiality  
Informed consent “is an ethical principle implying a responsibility on the part of the 
social researcher to strive to ensure that those involved as participants in research not 
only agree and consent to participating in the research of their own free choice, without 
being pressurized or influenced, but that they are fully informed about what it is they 
are consenting to” (Jupp, 2006, p. 149). Informed consent was provided through a 
consent form (Appendix C) and a participant information sheet (PIS) (Appendix D). 
These were provided in advance of the interview so that participants fully understood 
what they would be expected to contribute to this study. Any queries were invited to be 
talked about either face-to-face with myself or over email exchange. The PIS entailed 
what the study consisted of, participant’s involvement, ethical considerations, benefits 
of the study, and any perceived harm mitigation. The Consent form gave participants 
the ability to have either their business name or personal name included or excluded in 
the study. Once participants were aware of their involvement requirements, they signed 
the consent form. This was always completed before the interview took place, and 
participants were reminded that they were able to pull out of the study and retrieve any 
subsequent data prior to October 2019 (when the thesis would be submitted, and out of 








requested for their business name to be included in the study. For the participants who 
opted out of having their business name included, they were given a pseudonym for 
transcription, analysis, and write up, to ensure confidentiality. However, even though 
their business/organisation name was excluded, they still consented to having the 
attributes and structures of their organisation included in the study. Further, it is 
important for researchers to be explicit about their research processes and demonstrate 
rigour (Bailey et al., 1999). Rigour refers to the validity, reliability, and objectivity 
within research (Baxter & Eyles, 1997).  There are four key tenets to establishing rigour 
in qualitative research – credibility (demonstrate the relevance of the project), 
transferability (capacity of the project to be applied in different settings), dependability 
and confirmability (to do so with a degree of certainty) (Baxter & Eyles, 1997; Bailey 
et al., 1999). Incorporating Baxter and Eyles’ (1997) criteria for rigour into all phases 
of this study, including research, fieldwork, and analysis, ensured that all tenets were 
achieved (see Appendix E for more detail).  
3.6 Semi-structured Interviews 
3.6.1 Interview structure and composition 
In order to determine whether and how organisations facilitate greater resilience in the 
Illawarra food system, the interview is divided into four key sections: organisation 
background; role in localised food networks; more-than-local connections; and client 
relationships (see Appendix F for the full list of interview questions). While this 
research instrument was designed to facilitate new insights into the roles and 
relationships between organisations in Illawarra’s local food network, prompts were 








contributing towards more resilient food outcomes. Semi-structured face-to-face 
interviews are also a way for rigour to be established in the research process “through 
adequate preparation, diverse input, and verification of interpretation” (Dunn, 2016, p. 
185).  They also make the research process more ‘real’ as they bring people into the 
research process, and allows the researcher an intimate look into their participants’ 
views on their study topic (Dunn, 2016). The interview structure was reviewed five 
times by myself in addition to the supervisor of this project. It was also reviewed 
twice and altered with the aid of the secretariat of FFI. Examples of key questions in 
the interview schedule that allowed matters of resilience to emerge include: Would 
you say that this organisation is opening up spaces for societal change? What are the 
main challenges in enabling societal change? Semi-structured interviews allow a 
balance between structure and flexibility (Hay, 2016), producing data that identifies 
the diverse ways these organisations contribute to localised food networks and food 
resilience in the Illawarra region. Dividing the interview into four key components 
allows the investigation of connections between organisations, retailers, community, 
producers, and suppliers. Further, these interviews seek to understand the 
achievements of the facilitation role that organisations (including Food Fairness 
Illawarra and Hidden Harvest) conduct in relation to the localised food system in the 
Illawarra region. Such organisations are often not-for-profit and volunteer-based but 
their work has not been fully explored in the literature. Given that the AFN movement 
struggles in terms of market share and customers and is dependent on informal 
networks and unpaid labour, these questions could potentially advance dialogue 








3.6.2 Conducting of Interviews 
The interviews were conducted at the premises of the 14 participant organisations, 
with one being conducted at the researcher’s home. Interviews ranged from forty 
minutes to one hour. Each interview was audio recorded with permission and later 
transcribed by the author with the assistance of a transcribing service (OutScribe).  
 
3.6.3 Thematic analysis  
Thematic analysis of the interview content was conducted via the following stages. 
Firstly, the transcripts were read several times and annotated in order to identify key 
recurrent themes. Secondly, these themes were coded into groups based on the tenets 
of resilience identified in Chapter 2 (see Table 2.1). The themes that emerged in 
relation to resilience were grouped in codes, such as experimentation, collaboration, 
equity, and adaptive, linked socio-ecological systems and self-organising. Through 
deep analysis of the transcripts, it was clear that some themes were more relevant than 
others, leading to the identification of experimentation, collaboration, and equity as 
key themes. These were subsequently analysed again and the foundations for the three 
analytical results chapters were achieved based on the amount of repetition given to 
these specific codes.  A coding example is included in Appendix G.  
3.7 Researcher’s positionality  
For research to be reflective, it is important to acknowledge how the researcher 
shapes and is shaped by their research (England, 1994). This is significant in this 
research on two counts. First, I spent my formative years on a farm in a small town on 








involved an adjustment period and opened my eyes to the reality of Australia’s 
dominant food system. I was privileged to grow up in a sustainable household with a 
large vegetable garden and I enjoyed growing and eating fresh produce. My childhood 
has informed my active interest in the geographies of food and public health 
nutrition.  I think vegetable gardening and eating fresh produce is a very healthy 
alternative and the way forward for our food system. I believe if everyone grew their 
own, or if not grew but purchased locally grown produce instead of the options at the 
large supermarket chains, that people would wake up feeling better each morning. 
Simply incorporating pesticide-free vegetables and fruit into one's diet can make a 
huge difference. As such, I bring this potential bias to my research. I think it is 
important to acknowledge this potential source of bias and subjectivity and the ways 
that it shaped the nature of the research.  
For example, my knowledge of vegetable gardening facilitated my interviews with 
local producers and was a means of establishing rapport (Hays, 2016). All of my 
research participants were older than me, from different walks of life, and from 
similar socio-economic backgrounds, and as such there was no inherent power 
imbalance. The interviews were conducted in spaces suggested by the participants; in 
the one case were I interviewed a participant at my home, I made sure to create an 
informal, relaxed setting so as to mitigate any perceived sense of dominance or power 
by my participant.  
As my participants were older and in no way connected to me (despite pre-existing 
relations with FFI, as set out below); this facilitated objectivity throughout the 








the localised food networks of the Illawarra from which my participants stemmed. As 
such, a suitable distance was achieved between myself, as the interviewer, and my 
participants, to facilitate objective research. 
Third, the sampling for this project was undertaken in collaboration with Food 
Fairness Illawarra (FFI). I developed relationships with FFI through my 
undergraduate studies; I also worked directly with Berbel Franse, the secretariat of 
FFI, during my time as a volunteer at Hidden Harvest. As this relationship was 
already pre-existing, it was easy to facilitate meetings and understand Berbel’s way of 
working. This helped add to the study, as Berbel was an objective third-party to the 
thesis, and could offer a fresh perspective on the opinions expressed by participants. It 
also allowed us to achieve a large sample of organisations in the AFNs, and made the 
sampling process relatively smooth. However, organisations in AFNs that weren’t a 
part of FFI may have been overlooked, and thus, this sample may not be wholly 
















Chapter 4 : Hands-on food experiences 
 
4.1  Introduction  
One of the key themes emerging in the human geography literature on innovation of 
food systems is the importance of physical contact both with and in food systems. In 
focusing on the generative moments of crises, resilience thinking centralises 
collaborative experimentation among participants in a given system. Such 
experimentation is seen as the basis for social learning and the development of shared 
knowledge about the limits and potential of such systems (Berkes, 2007). This 
experimental and practice-based approach to knowledge formation resonates with 
insights from critical human geography about the generative potential of ‘hands on 
experience’ in shaping human-food relationships in the Anthropocene (Beacham, 2018; 
Turner, 2018). Through these experiences and experiments, entrenched patterns of food 
production and consumption (and sometimes demoralising environmental conditions, 
see Head, 2016) are unsettled and potentially reworked. Drawing on transcripts of 15 
semi-structured interviews with the founders, CEOs, stakeholders, and directors of 
alternative food organisations in the Illawarra, this chapter reveals the role that these 
organisations play in not only creating opportunities for experimentation  but in 
generating an ‘atmosphere’ or ‘scene’ for such food experiences to take place. In doing 
so, these organisations contribute to resilience of food systems, demonstrating the 
tenets of resilience identified in Chapter 2. By raising awareness, pushing beyond 
comfort zones, and changing people’s perspectives (and practices) regarding food, 








socio-ecological systems. They are also contributing to social learning: it is through 
shared experimentation that knowledge is generated in resilience thinking rather than a 
one way transfer from ‘organisation’ to ‘participant’.  
This chapter proceeds as follows. Section 4.2 describes the creation of an opportunities 
for food experiences typical of these organisations, and Section 4.3 documents the shifts 
in perspective that occur as a result of such food experiences. Section 4.4 concludes the 
chapter with a summary of the key findings. 
4.2 Hands on experimentation: creating opportunities for alternative food 
consumption 
4.2.1 Overview of activities  
With excess waste occurring at all levels of the food supply chain, there is a significant 
focus on what is done with leftover waste (Lang, 2009). As Evans (2012) notes, 
households often waste food due to competing social priorities, such as maintaining 
family and work relationships. Evans (2012) explores the ‘social life’ and ‘social death’ 
of food, tracing food from supermarket, to kitchen, to bin. He suggests that it isn’t a 
lack of care that explains why individuals throw away surplus food; instead waste is 
largely the product of domestic routine practices. For example, cooking ‘tried and 
tested’ recipes, sticking to the same shopping list each week, and shopping even when 
there’s still food from the last shop in the fridge.  
 Hidden Harvest is one example of a volunteer-run not-for-profit organisation that 
creates space for consumers (away from these competing priorities) to explore and 
experiment with other approaches, philosophies, practices, and meanings of food waste. 








served in their organisation’s space in the heart of Wollongong’s city centre. In this 
space, people are seated next to each other in a casual manner, usually at large tables. 
Live music is played and menu cards are distributed around the tables, telling the story 
of the food that has been saved from landfill and prepared as the basis of the dinner 
(Figure 4.1). Hidden Harvest works with a wholesale and local grocery shop to receive 
their rescued food. This is achievable due to the policy act that was created by Oz 
Harvest (a food rescue organisation) allowing not-for-profit organisations to rescue 
food without the shop and organisation being liable for complaints and litigation about 
food quality. The founder of Hidden Harvest, Berbel, explains: “It actually means that 
we now can rescue food without the wholesaler or producer feeling there’s a risk for 
them”. The produce is typically picked up during the day by a dedicated volunteer and 
brought to the space. There one of the volunteers, who also has past experience as a 
chef, looks at the produce and plans the 3-course menu for the meal that would be 
served up that evening. Then all the volunteers get to work, cooking the food and 
preparing the space for the night’s activities. The participants who engage with Wasted 
Wednesday don’t know what the meal will comprise, only that it is a 3-course vegan 
meal. As such, the Wasted Wednesday approach is very experimental, from the 
produce, to what is cooked, and to the people engaging with the repurposed landfill as 
a community dinner. For example, in an SBS article, the volunteer chef at Hidden 
Harvest talks about repurposing 75kg of zucchini into a meal: “We started with zucchini 










Figure 4.1 Wasted Wednesdays at Hidden Harvest, Crown Street, Wollongong. 
Source: @hidden_harvest Instagram. 
 
This dinner attracts a large crowd, with people usually being turned back at the door 
due to the space reaching capacity. The event is largely broadcast across social media 
and has received recent media attention (Ellis, 2019; Noone, 2019). The focus is on 
creating intimate food experiences in a comfortable and relaxed setting. It connects 
participants with food, ultimately facilitating a deeper engagement with food, as Berbel 
explains:  
“In particular when it comes down to food - it’s like the experience, it’s connecting with 
it, wanting to make the most of it, and knowing that you’re able to and that you can talk 









4.2.2 Enabling conversations and sharing processes of experimentation to 
facilitate social learning 
Drawing on the interview transcript, Berbel explains that the Wasted Wednesday dinner 
creates an atmosphere that encourages conversation about the food and current issues 
affecting the dominant globalised food system. Firstly, the ‘tip cards’ provided around 
the dinner space encourage people to approach their own cooking differently. Figure 
4.2 documents a tip card suggesting the creation of a shelf in the household where food 
that is close to its expiration can be stored so that it is used first. In line with research 
by Evans (2012), this could potentially reframe typical domestic routines, such as 
transforming a regular weekly household grocery shop into a more sporadic shop 
dependent on actual food needs. Secondly, creating spaces for these conversations to 
take place elicits knowledge around the food waste aspect and sharing more 
experimental and alternate approaches to food allows participants to think about how 
to contribute to reducing their own food waste. Small infographics are provided that 
highlight how to consume the entirety of vegetables (e.g. carrot and carrot top). Hidden 
Harvest also provide recipes detailing how commonly wasted vegetables can be easily 
incorporated into a nutritious meal, e.g. ‘The Versatile Frittata’ – a recipe card that 
depicts how easy it is to manipulate a recipe to incorporate surplus produce and 
encouraging participants to think about their own cooking practices differently (Figure 
4.3). Turner (2018) highlights that the viscerality of food (regarding how it is grown, 
by whom, seasonality, and potential uses) facilitates ethical ecological thinking, a 









Figure 4.2 Tip card. Image source: Maree Thomson (Hidden Harvest Volunteer). 
 
Creating spaces for conversations to take place is commonly noted throughout the 
interviews with other participants. Narrelle, the sole-trader of A Garden for Life, speaks 
to the importance of conversation regarding the benefits of hosting educational 
workshops on seed-raising and local bush food so that people are able to grow their 
own food:  
“I think because the amount of workshops I’m doing and particularly at preschools, 
which is really and truly… they’re the next generation. I’m hoping they go home, they 
talk to their parents about it, and then they go, oh how interesting, And so then if they 
were shopping at the Co-op they go, oh my daughter was talking about that”. 
In the above quote, Narelle expresses her hope that through creating experiences such 
as those received at her workshops, then (hopefully) a conversation about food, 









Figure 4.3 ‘The Versatile Frittata’ Recipe Card. Image source: Hidden Harvest. 
 
Behavioural change through exposure to hands-on food experiences and conversations 
around these experiences was brought up during the interview with Green Connect, an 
ethical permaculture farm that also produces sustainable pork. Kylie from Green 
Connect found that many of her customers were shocked by the confrontation of what 
they were eating being a living, cute, and oftentimes funny animal (See Figure 4.4): 
“But the number of times, in fact, almost every time I take someone to see the pigs, I 
have the conversation about meat. And people, mainly the meat eaters feel really 
uncomfortable looking at these pigs thinking they’re going to be turned into pork. And 








but yeah, they do get turned into pork and it’s so weird that so many people… and 
they’ll say ‘I don’t like to think of where it comes from. I just want to go to the 
supermarket and buy it”, and I’m like ‘Yeah, but that’s not helping the pig that was 
raised in a cage its whole life and never saw the light’…” 
As a result of this hands-on experience of seeing the pigs in their enclosure, a feeling 
of discomfort is generated that prompts people to reflect on their meat eating habits.  
As Carolan (2012) demonstrates, reducing consumption of unsustainable meat is one 
of the more significant individualist behavioural changes that can effectively lower 
one’s greenhouse gas footprint. Further, at the Flame Tree Co-op, ‘volunteers are 
trained to be able to talk and engage with people about the products’. The consumers 
that interact with these AFNs as part of their weekly grocery shop are engaging in a 
form of social connection with the workers and learning about the food they are 
purchasing. As Nelson et al. (2012) state, it is these social connections that are 









Figure 4.4 The piglets at Green Connect farm, Warrawong NSW. Source: 
Author. 
 
Exposing individuals to these hands-on food experiences expands people’s comfort 
zones regarding food waste and what can be achieved with food that is past its 
commercial ‘use-by’ date. Hidden Harvest, through their Wasted Wednesday initiative, 
invites local consumers into an experimental space where food that would otherwise go 
to landfill is put to other uses. This event series exposes participants to touching, 
feeling, and tasting how good the food that would otherwise have been destined for 
landfill can be. Turner (2018) demonstrates that interacting playfully with would-be 
wasted food contributes to the development of the skills required for adapting to our 
ever-changing food future.  
Additionally, the interviews reveal that by engaging in hands-on food experiences, 
individuals are exposed to more knowledge surrounding local food and relevant 
systems. Peterson-Singh et al. (2015) note that large amounts of food wastage and 
unhealthy eating practices are the result of either economic barriers (such as volatile 
food prices) and/or educational barriers regarding knowledge about storing and 
preparing food. Several of the organisations interviewed in this study demonstrated the 
importance they placed on the practice of sharing food knowledge with community 
members through hands-on experiences. Oz Harvest, a not-for-profit food rescue 
organisation, for instance, delivers their FEAST program (Food, Education and 
Sustainability Program) within school communities, where they actively teach children 








become more aware and comfortable in the kitchen by engaging them in the practice of 
cooking a healthy meal. This is often an eye-opening knowledge experience for both 
the children and their teachers as demonstrated by Amelia, FEAST program leader: 
“It’s [FEAST] about engaging the local community to come in and assist with the 
practical components of the program, so cooking healthy, nutritious, sustainable 
recipes that reduce food waste... So you can imagine with a class of 30 students and 1 
teacher and a lot of the kids have never cooked before, these are like 12 year olds who 
haven’t used knives, haven’t used graters and are not able to slice up vegetables’. 
In this example, engaging the children in the hands-on task of cooking food for the first 
time gives them a supportive place to experiment with food preparation for the first 
time. Particularly if these school children have never cooked before, they are being 
pushed outside of their comfort zone in a positive learning environment. Having this 
broader knowledge of food is likely to increase food security in communities by raising 
awareness of the current issues affecting the food system (Sage, 2010).  
As such, experimentation with norms around food and waste can be a positive, 
enjoyable experience. Though not entirely connected to food, Osborne (2019) found 
through her examination of community organising projects for ‘still possible worlds’ 
that these types of projects portray care, hope, and positive relationships. Turner (2018) 
also focuses on the positive aspects that result from community engagement with local 








4.3 Shifts in perception that arise from hands-on experiences 
In an individual’s everyday engagements with food (such as cooking or eating), touch, 
smell, and taste are all involved. These intimate human interactions with food shape the 
narrative between the consumer and consumed (Turner, 2018). Green Connect 
encourages this narrative and attempts, through their weekly vegetable produce boxes, 
to facilitate a more-than-human understanding in regards to their food consumption 
practices. In other words, the experience of seeing food being grown locally or tasting 
how good food that was destined for landfill is, changes individuals’ perspectives of 
food and its decay, as well as raising awareness about the way food is globally produced 
and disposed of. This shift in perception is also noted by Turner (2018), who notes that 
individuals become more responsive to the ways they engage with their food after 
interacting with seasonal produce and how it is grown. Green Connect’s vegetable 
boxes consist of seasonal produce and change week-to-week depending on what is 
grown on the farm. Customers then plan their meals around what is included in the 
weekly vegetable box. The existence and popularity of these vegetable boxes 
demonstrates that individuals have the ability to adapt their behaviour and participate 
in uncertain, seasonal produce, as opposed to expecting food to always be in stock in 
the supermarket. As Kylie from Green Connect states: 
“Connecting people with their food in a way that hopefully makes them appreciate 
where their food has come from, because, yeah, sometimes there’s a snail in our lettuce. 
Sometimes…Oh My God, this fortnight’s been awful because the weather hasn’t been 
cold enough for our cauliflower or broccoli…but for them to still stick with us even 








In this instance, the key practice that customers of Green Connect are engaging with is 
uncertainty, and as Turner (2018) notes, the very nature of “our future survival depends 
on our capacity to embrace flexible, responsive, and entangled human and more-than-
human relations” (p. 771). As well as the vegetable boxes, Green Connect also provides 
farm tours to reveal the processes and practices behind their seasonal food production. 
In this way, Green Connect embodies the processes of creating a more resilient, 
adaptive food system. These farm tours are a powerful means of changing individuals’ 
perceptions by revealing the context in which food is produced. Green Connect also 
holds volunteer dig days, which allows people to join the working farm for a day and 
to get their hands dirty. These activities also foster strong community connections, as 
Kylie discusses: 
“I find this so heart-warming because we’ll get messages. People love what we do. 
They really believe in it. They’ll come to the farm and see it for themselves and go, ‘Oh, 
this is where my….’ I’ve had veg box customers come on a tour that I’ve run before 
and be like, ‘Oh, I’ve been getting the veg box for 18 months but I never realised how 
big [the farm] was and that’s so exciting”.  
Through engaging with these activities people can become more aware of the spatial 
and physical processes associated with producing food. This is in line with findings by 
Cloke et al. (2017) and Beacham (2018) that the ongoing lengthening of the dominant 
food system has allowed consumers to become disengaged and uncaring about where 
their food has come from and by which means it is produced. Beacham (2018) further 








movements can enact a more-than-human ethics of care, emphasising that such 
experimentation can help connect people with nature and their surroundings.  
The atmosphere and environment required to create sustainable food change is not a set 
thing; it is dependent on the clientele or focus of the event. For example, one of the 
local growers (Organisation 1) discussed the importance of open farm days as being 
key for establishing connections between his customers and the produce he grows on 
his farm: 
“There’s often kids who’ve never seen… they don’t know what a tomato plant looks like 
and where a tomato comes from or any of that sort of stuff.” 
By giving farm tours for his customers to see their produce being grown, this grower 
depicts the ways that hands-on food encounters can widen perspectives of how food is 
grown. This result supports Beacham’s (2018) finding that although the political 
environment of the dominant food system can appear unduly complicated to consumers, 
with the threat of “climate change, a potentially disastrous collapse in the food supply 
and the totalising power of corporate capitalism” (p. 537), engaging with more-than-
human aspects of food and animals can bring back the simplicity of food, i.e. bringing 
the focus back to where it is grown, how it is harvested, and how to eat it. By creating 
these hands-on food experiences, these organisations are unveiling the limitations of 
food production and are simultaneously working against the dominant globalised food 
system by showing that food isn’t always available/in season.  
A common theme in both the literature and interview transcripts was the disconnection 








demonstrate, by advancing a community’s understanding of the linked social and 
environmental food systems, socio-ecological resilience is heightened. Organisations 
such as Hidden Harvest, Green Connect, Oz Harvest, and Thirroul Community Garden 
all provide essential connections between individuals as consumers and the food they 
choose to consume.  
4.4  Conclusion 
This chapter demonstrates that local food organisations are important for navigating 
pathways to more resilient futures. By creating spaces for shared knowledge, 
experimentation, education, and changing people’s perspectives (and practices) 
regarding food, these organisations contribute to experimentation with human 
connections to food in ways that facilitate a potentially more balanced alignment 
between linked socio-ecological systems, one of the key tenets of resilience. By 
operating alongside the dominant globalised food system, these organisations create 
space and opportunities for alternative food consumption, purchase, and discussion and 
debate about these experimental relationships. An interesting finding is the notion of 
experimentation within these organisations. Evidently, experimentation is able to drive 
discussion and perpetual shifts around the potential for alternative approaches to food, 
particularly as it decays, and therefore limiting food waste. In addition, these 
experimental hands-on food experiences also foster greater awareness and practices of 
seasonality around food produce purchases. The social learning that comes as a result 
of these hands-on interactions is also pertinent - individuals who are aware of food 
issues are more likely to continue to act in sustainable ways and contribute to the 








there is the possibility of almost exponential growth regarding individualist behavioural 
change given the existence of local food organisations that foster hands-on food 
































Chapter 5 : Incremental change and 
collaborative practices with AFNs 
 
5.1 Introduction 
Resilience thinking is a philosophy that emphasises systemic change. This is framed in 
terms of socio-ecological transformation and is often used to envisage, respond to, and 
create solutions to systemic crises and stress. As such, it is a big picture framework 
envisaging societal transformation. Gibson et al. (2014) note that for major 
transformations to take place, multi-scale governmental responses are required. 
However, this includes the power that comes from the everyday agency of people and 
their choices to enact behavioural change. Within critical human geography, 
researchers have thus pointed to the more everyday ways that transformative change 
occurs. Gibson et al. (2014) argue that the way individuals interact with others in social 
contexts and one’s everyday dealings can be “conceived as the cellular activity fuelling 
climate change and shaping preparedness” (p. 416). Coulsen and Sonnino (2019) 
further note that the very politics through which incremental changes are achieved 
typically involve development and nurturing of interpersonal relationships. These 
social interactions and an individual’s past experiences can be interpreted as the way 
an individual might act if a crisis or dramatic change was to occur (Gibson et al., 2014). 
For instance, Gibson et al. (2014) relay that even the most mundane aspects of life (such 
as walking and sharing food) tap into past experiences that reconnect with times of 








the dynamic importance of periods of incremental change, ‘emphasizing that such 
dynamics are an inherent part of any system’ (p. 5). What these authors are suggesting 
is that individual behaviour can change in slow, incremental ways, not necessarily in 
the form of dramatic changes, as these are unlikely to stick and form habit behaviours. 
Lang (2009) states that at national and international levels of governance, ‘despite 
realization of the enormity of the challenge ahead, there is still a belief in slow 
incremental change’ (p. 87).  
It is these incremental changes that dominate discussion in the interviews, where 
organisations facilitate incremental change in food production and consumption by 
creating a support network for consumers. Maintaining this support system across space 
nonetheless takes work, and this is managed by organisations through collaboration. 
This in turn distributes the ‘work’ of facilitating incremental change while ensuring the 
viability and sustainability of the organisation. Recognising the transformative 
character of resilient systems, this chapter emphasises the roles of alternative food 
organisations in creating incremental change and sustaining the networks that enable 
such change.  
This chapter proceeds as follows. Section 5.2 examines means of facilitating changes 
in everyday life and Section 5.3 explores collaborative practices. Section 5.4 concludes 
the chapter with a summary of key findings. 
5.2 Facilitating changes in everyday life  
 
When asked to reflect on whether and how their organisation was opening up spaces 








such change, but the importance of organisations maintaining their presence in the 
‘space’ of the alternative food network for at least a few years in order for the 
community to see what they are doing, to benefit from their work, and to potentially 
alter behaviours. As Berbel, organiser of Hidden Harvest, states: 
“Societal change is something that happens over time, it’s not something that happens 
very quickly, so I think the longer you can sustain and provide an environment where 
that happens, the longer the more people come through the better that societal change 
is’. 
Similarly, Sandra, the overseer of the Unanderra Community Garden, reflects on the 
time it has taken to develop the support and connections with her networks: 
“In this area I think it does, but it has taken a lot of time and effort, as I said I’ve been 
here for 17 years, it takes a long time to grow that and to maintain and nurture it and 
it still takes more time than what I have.” 
The local food organisations interviewed in this thesis repeatedly expressed their aim 
to change consumers’ everyday behaviours. Reflecting on the aims of ‘Cook, Chill, 
Chat’ (a cooking class aimed at helping vulnerable community members learn how to 
cook), Helen identifies the aligned goals of healthier eating, increased life expectancy, 
and social connectivity.  Achieving these goals depends on situating small changes in 
participants’ everyday lives. This includes the provision of resources and equipment 
during class-time but also involves adjusting recipes to include substitute items for 








“We provide them with a lot of resources and equipment when we’re cooking but they 
might not have that access at home and we make sure the equipment we use, say if it 
says a rolling pin, then we’d always, in our recipes and things like that, in tips, people 
can use a water bottle or something like that instead.  It seems that if they go back 
home, if those resources aren’t there, we don’t know if they’re still continuing with 
those cooking skills.” 
These changes that are occurring through individual interactions with these 
organisations don’t appear at first glance to be ‘big picture’ or dramatic changes; rather 
they represent a situated means of gradual change that alters an individual’s everyday 
habitual behaviours, with respect to the resources they have in their daily life. These 
gradual changes are observed by Williams (2016) who discusses the power of simplistic 
and modest acts in enacting social change, seen during her time volunteering at ‘Alfalfa 
House’, a community-run co-op in Sydney. Williams (2016; 2017) expresses that these 
simple acts of care, for the environment, each other, and the more-than-human is a form 
of greater social change. 
Providing minimal food packaging in retailing is another incremental change facilitated 
by the Flame Tree Co-op and the Source Wollongong. O’Kane and Pamphilon (2019) 
discuss the accessibility of engaging with the dominant food system, including the 
central location of large shopping centres, ample parking spaces, and long opening 
hours. Partaking in grocery shopping at these major outlets, such as Woolworths or 
Coles in Australia, allows customers to be speedy and efficient when shopping, which 
is typically viewed as a chore (O’Kane & Pamphilon, 2019). Moreover, O’Kane and 








quickly as possible, as they often found the process alienating and unenjoyable. While 
neither the Flame Tree Co-op or the Source Wollongong can compete with the opening 
hours of large retailers, they do offer a retail option in central locations, making it 
possible for consumers to purchase bulk food items with minimal packaging or in 
packaging/containers supplied by the customers. In this way, they create retail 
opportunities for incremental behavioural changes in shopping habits.  Those that 
choose to shop ‘slowly’, due to consumers having to package up the items themselves, 
at Flame Tree Co-op or the Bulk Source Foods typically also change their shopping 
behaviours to reduce their dependence on single use plastics, thus exhibiting more 
environmentally conscious behaviours. Williams (2016) comments that the act of 
shopping at bulk-food stores is a physical act of everyday care as “people seek not to 
waste resources but minimise the ecological impact of their consumption and supply” 
(p. 517). This change towards sustainable practices contributes to paradigm shifts and 
evolution of individualist behaviour; however, as Franklin et al. (2011) put it, only for 
the ‘interested few’. Even though engagement with this way of shopping is only 
achieved by the ‘interested few’ it demonstrates that these individuals, by minimising 
their waste footprint, are partaking in ‘mundane implicit activisms’ (Williams, 2016, p. 
515). 
The level of engagement and popularity of vegetable box programs provided by Green 
Connect, Organisation 1, and Popes Produce provide further evidence that these 
organisations facilitate incremental change. By creating meal plans based on the 
contents of a weekly vegetable box, consumers’ shopping and cooking behaviours are 








to believe in what Green Connect is doing in order to get past the ‘inconvenience factor’ 
of not being able to go straight to the grocery shop or to plan ‘tried and tested’ meals. 
As evidenced by Evans (2012), this is an important contribution to many domestic 
households’ routines, and thus contributes to their waste habits. Kylie sums this up as 
a shift between ‘what do I feel like?’ to ‘what can I make?’ as follows: 
“We get feedback all the time from veg box customers saying they’ve made the shift 
from: ‘What do I feel like eating’, and going and shopping for it, to: ‘What have I got 
in my box’ and then going shopping to fit around that. And so, suddenly, they are eating 
seasonally and healthily and all of the rest of it. But you need to be committed to the 
change because it’s a bit of a shock to the system when you first have to shift from, 
‘What do I feel like?’ to, ‘What can I make?’ 
This translates into new micro-practices of ‘wasting less food’: 
“It’s really hard when you first start getting a veg box from Green Connect because 
you don’t get to choose what’s in it. You get to choose up to three things that you don’t 
want in it. ….But it means… normally, we’ve gotten into this culture around every food 
item is available to us all the time. And so, each week you go, ‘Oh, what shall I eat this 
week?’ and then you go to the supermarket and buy it. With the veg boxes, it’s going 
back to what is growing this week, what’s seasonal, what’s available, and then you 
plan your menu around that. And people, because you know it’s pesticide free and that 
it’s taken so much love and care to grow it, they tend to talk to us about how they’re 








Sarah from Popes Produce talks about the importance of ‘disrupting’ the current 
dominant globalised food system in order to facilitate incremental change. Like Gibson 
et al. (2014) she sees this disruption as re-animating past practices and knowledge: 
“We need to upskill ourselves again, these are old skills that used to be vital for life! If 
you didn’t grow it you didn’t eat, and now you pop down to the shops and you exchange 
money, but through other friends becoming more aware of the supply chain and the 
embodied energy of getting things onto our plate. We have to be able to disrupt that 
system and recreate more local hubs again, that reflect our seasons as well. Like eating 
broccoli in high summer, in our area is not super smart. Because it’s a winter crop it 
has been grown in a cool area, so it’s probably like Victoria or somewhere like that 
and then its packed to us in ice shavings in a polystyrene plastic base, that’s blown with 
gas and its being shipped to us and we are being told its healthy to eat!” 
Sarah actively attempts to ‘disrupt’ this dominant food system by running a backyard 
market garden that provides fresh produce to local citizens and cafes. She hopes that by 
having her market garden as an option, “it helps people see things in a more lateral 
sense, that there are opportunities and those little pockets for micro-businesses to have 
a go and have an influence in their community”. The main product that Popes Produce 
sells is a salad mix, which is wrapped in a Japanese cloth wrap ‘Furoshiki’, which can 
be returned and washed, dried, and re-used over and over (see Figure 5.1). Sarah is 
incorporating sustainability into her packaging methods and emphasising how 
important it is to use the resources that are already out there, instead of incorporating 
more waste. She also talks about the time it takes to get into the routine of establishing 








“Every time I do something it takes 3-4+ years to kind of get the rhythm of it. You know, 
we’ve got a finger lime down there and I think it’s been down there for 3 or so years 
and it’s just fruiting and I’m just starting to understand what’s going on with it. Fennel, 
you can come and cut again but the next succession will be smaller or it might have 
multi bulbs on it instead of a singular one. So you know, there’s on average, through 
Summer and Winter 20 different crops in the garden and they’ve all got their own 
unique quirk and if you miss a pivotal point in one then you’ve stuffed up.” 
In this way, Sarah is demonstrating that even the very act of maintaining seedlings and 
then growing them into produce that can be harvested is time consuming and 
incremental. In addition, her discussion of ‘upskilling’ regarding community-based 
growing and consumption patterns supports the findings of Gibson et al. (2014) that the 
practices of growing and foraging for food are a means of returning to past experiences, 
before technical advancements and genetically engineered crops existed. 
 










5.3 Collaborative practices  
For a system to become resilient, it must have strong social ties to rely on when crisis 
occurs. Adger (2003) depicts the importance of cultivating social capital as a society, 
if greater and more widespread change is to be achieved.  It is these ties that help a 
system maintain its identity during times of crisis, or to transform into an entirely new 
system. Whilst the literature openly discusses the benefits of AFNs regarding 
connecting consumers with the producers of their food, and learning about the 
production of their produce, few studies discuss the effort and the work that sustain the 
food networks that enable the ongoing production of these experiences for consumers.  
Emerging from the data of this study is that organisations use highly limited financial 
resources to sustain the shared connections between organisations in the network that 
allow the network to continue to function. Nelson et al. (2012) examine the importance 
of social capital and ties between networks in the alternative food movement. The 
authors maintain that having supportive relationships (whether those be consumer-
producer, producer-producer, or producer-supplier) can help develop trust and a shared 
identity, which can then lead to collective action (Nelson et al., 2012). These acts of 
collaborative practices within the different organisations studied in this thesis vary 
according to needs. For some, it could be sharing of spaces, sharing of food, or even 
volunteers, or referring people on to other food services available in the Illawarra.  
Throughout the transcripts was a consistent discussion of the ‘social support system’ 
that the organisations of the alternative Illawarra foodscape provided. Narelle, the sole-








food organisations in the Illawarra in terms of advancing the same environmental and 
community-driven goals and simply being there for one another: 
“Well like-minded people, obviously, it is a really nice little group of people to hang 
out with. But it’s also because it’s just so supportive. If you needed something or 
something was going wrong or you needed a back-up I’m pretty sure those people 
would be there. So that’s a really… and they’ve got the same values, same ethics you 
know they want the same thing. And it’s all for the better good of the whole community 
and the planet, you know. So that to me, that’s really important.” 
Sarah from Popes Produce implied that the system was more about ‘collaboration 
instead of competition’; she spoke of the uniqueness of the connections existing 
between her and another grower, Organisation 1, in terms of referring customers 
seeking particular fresh produce:  
“So if I couldn’t do something then I’d ask him [Organisation 1] if he could supply it 
or reference people on if they are asking me for stuff. You know what your mates are 
doing so then you can share the work around or be their champions as well if they are 
trialling something out. So there is that, yeah a very loose it’s almost invisible 
connection, but we’re slowly gaining awareness of each other and being able to 
cheer…It’s really nice to have that moral support.” 
Many of the organisations interviewed had different reasons for forming these strong 
social connections with one another. Sarah from Popes Produce commented on the 
possibility of a sense of isolation felt by some growers, due to the solo nature of the 








‘not wanting to do things on your own. Because it gets a bit lonely and it's a bit easy to 
get stuck in your own head’. Similarly, Organisation 1 mirrored Sarah’s concerns of 
needing support from other organisations, stating: ‘we face the same sort of problems. 
It’s more just support and troubleshooting and advice from each other’. Therefore, these 
connections were not only beneficial to business, but also to the well-being of the 
organisation owners. For others, these connections were beneficial to the business and 
to being an active part of the community. Flame Tree Food co-op, Popes Produce, and 
A Garden for Life all discussed the importance of advertising what everyone else in the 
space was doing, and being active ‘supporters’ of one another. These findings support 
the conclusions of Nelson et al. (2012) that social connections are more elemental to 
success than financial profits.  
In addition to social capital, the connections of the volunteers/workers that engage with 
these organisations are also crucial to collaborative practices. The notion of volunteers 
is important; having people that are passionate about these environmental issues and 
willing to donate their time is key for the ongoing viability of these organisations.  
Many of the volunteers came through the debt-help scheme as part of a Centrelink 
program, where people with large debts that they are unable to pay off, ‘work’ their 
debts off in volunteer hours. Volunteers recruited through this program were frequent 
at Organisation 2, Unanderra Community Garden, and Warrawong Community Lunch. 
Despite these volunteers not necessarily being fully ‘voluntary’ they nonetheless found 
themselves a part of the community offered at these organisations and felt fulfilled by 
providing their time to organisations working with people that most needed support and 








“We’ve had a few volunteers that have started on that scheme to pay off their fines and 
have actually stayed on board as a permanent volunteer. So we have one that’s here, a 
maintenance person, and he comes 2 days a week and he’s finished his WDO about 8 
months ago and he’s now on the team and that’s because it gives him a really great 
opportunity to do things for other people here and participate in community, a sense of 
value and purpose, it’s good!” 
Organisation 2, a non-government organisation that provides food aid, talked about 
times when food was scarce, and they would have to rally community members for 
food. They described this as ‘relying on everyone else’s generosity to do what we do, 
otherwise it wouldn’t happen’. Donna from the Warrawong Community lunch 
supplied: ‘when food was really tough we would help one another’. The organisation 
Oz Harvest is integral to the success of these types of organisations. Oz Harvest 
streamlines the redistribution of otherwise wasted food directly to Organisation 2, 
Warrawong Community lunch, and in some cases Cook, Chill, Chat. These food 
organisations are heavily reliant on the food coming in from Oz Harvest. As 
Organisation 2 states: ‘If Oz Harvest were not able to pick up, like I said before, we 
would be stuck’. In this regard, the social ties present within these networks are in part 
responsible for the delivery of services. For those organisations that provide food relief 
to vulnerable members of the community, these connections were in some instances, 
out of necessity. 
Despite this precarious reliance on volunteers and limited financial resources, these 
organisations can have impacts on policy, connect people to services, and make changes 








that volunteer organisations have no agency when compared to corporate organisations, 
Baker and McGuirk (2019) suggest these volunteer-run institutions can shape wider 
policy trajectories, due to the on-the-ground nature of the work they are engaged in. Oz 
Harvest, a food-rescue charity organization, was crucial in bringing about policy 
change regarding laws around surplus food. Amelia discusses the organisation’s 
dealings with the legislative assembly (Lower house in NSW parliament) and their 
policy aims:  
“I guess, is to work with state governments but also national governments to create 
change, so Oz Harvest in its beginning years we changed the law for food to be 
rescued without fear of liability in NSW & QLD.” 
These organisations also connect people to a range of services. Donna from Warrawong 
Community Lunch noted that the spaces created by these organisations act as a 
‘gateway to other services’ for people that found themselves homeless or unable to meet 
day-to-day needs. These organisations supply a space for people to come and receive 
human companionship, meals, and access to services. Organisation 2 talks about the 
way that food becomes the medium through which social connectivity is facilitated: 
“In weather like this you’ll find some will spend all day here and they spend the day 
here for companionship; they’re very lonely, and to have someone sit down and have a 
cup of coffee and talk to someone in peace all day, you couldn’t get that anywhere else, 
and we’re a place that doesn’t have alcohol or gambling, so there’s no TV or watching 
that and go and place a bet, have a drink, so it’s a very safe community and there’s not 









Whilst debate exists within the literature about the ability of alternative food 
organisations to contribute to positive environmental action and social justice issues, 
those organisations that are predominantly volunteer-based contribute to the alleviation 
of these concerns. However, organisations that provide food aid have also been 
critiqued, with the allegation that they only provide a short-term response and do not 
resolve the underlying social justice issues that require people to seek food aid in the 
first place (Cloke et al., 2017). Through incremental change, people are gradually 
engaging with these organisations and changing their everyday habits and behaviours. 
However, it is necessary to engage more than just the ‘interested few’; more people 
must be involved in order to change policy trajectories and social justice inequalities 
surrounding the dominant food system. The positive collaborative nature that is present 
in the Illawarra alternative foodscape encourages an ethos of support and potential 
adaptability for clientele that engage with the initiatives provided by these institutions. 
As aforementioned, these are a diverse scope of organisations, all contributing to 
various food issues. As Franklin et al. (2011) state, providing affordable, locally 
produced food to people in need remains a significant challenge. Whilst AFNs do not 
pose a radicalised, massive disruption to the system, they are an effective alternative to 
the dominant food system and are united with the goal of working to benefit the health 
of their immediate community. This small-scale, incremental change should not be 










Chapter 6 : Social equity and justice 
 
6.1 Introduction 
The previous two chapters examined the ways that AFNs contribute to resilience 
through creating immersive experiences and experimental spaces and facilitating 
incremental change. In doing so, this thesis positions organisations as key actors in 
the development of resilient food systems; while also emphasising embodied 
experiences and incremental change as key strategies for building resilience. 
However, alternative food networks often struggle to address questions of social 
equity and justice. For example, Guthman (2008) draws attention to the racialized and 
economically exclusionary nature of food markets in the United States; Alkon (2012) 
talks in depth about the equity issues inherent in local foods, highlighting the fact that 
the needs of low-income consumers are often overlooked when it comes to alternative 
food initiatives; and Olson (2019) notes the often over-positive nature of AFNs 
delivering locally produced food that brushes over large wealth and power disparities 
that exist in every locality. 
Recognising the limitations of AFNs in the literature, this final empirical chapter 
explores the extent to which organisations in the Illawarra incorporate processes of 
social equity and justice in their work, philosophies, and programs. In doing so, this 
chapter argues that AFNs support community members in need, provide gateway 
access to other services, and also help train long-term unemployed citizens. This is 









Allen (2010, p. 297) defines a socially just food system as ‘one in which power and 
material resources are shared equitably so that people and communities can meet their 
needs, and live with security and dignity, now and into the future’. This is the 
definition for social justice that will be used in this chapter. Section 6.6 concludes the 
chapter with a summary of key findings.   
6.2 Alternative food organisations source food (and or money/grants to buy 
food) for community members in need 
Of the billion tonnes of waste that is produced annually, it is estimated that between 
47 and 61% of that waste is mostly organic and food waste (Davies & Evans, 2019). 
Policies surrounding redistribution of surplus food are often complicated, making it 
onerous to distribute rescued food waste (Davies & Evans, 2019).  
The Warrawong community lunch leverages connections to Oz Harvest (which is 
contracted to Woolworths) to put three meals on the table every week for up to 80 
people a meal. Organisation 2, a not-for-profit food aid organisation, also relies on Oz 
Harvest to help supply food: ‘Oz Harvest is our main food supplier. They supply our 
meat, fruit and veg’. This organisation depicts Oz Harvest as crucial to their survival, 
and their ability to provide susceptible community members with nourishing meals. 
Without Oz Harvest, there would be no food to feed those facing food insecurity. 
Organisation 2 talks about the dynamic of Port Kembla (where the organisation 
operates) as being ‘the most marginalised and disadvantaged community in the 
Illawarra’. Further, Donna, the conductor of the Warrawong community lunch, states: 
“So there’s lots of people who are unemployed, there’s lots of people who are 








of thing, and they need that assistance. So hunger was a big problem and still is a big 
problem for a lot of people, so that’s why lunch was set up around here.” 
The need for the redistribution of food services that Oz Harvest offers is paramount 
for these organisations to be able to provide their clientele with food. Organisation 2 
notes the difficulties that ensued when Oz Harvest’s contract lapsed due to political 
conflicts in the Illawarra: 
“Prior to Oz Harvest we were all just struggling for food so much, really struggling, 
and as times get tougher I can see the need arising where need more and more, 
especially with an aging population and so many people being unprepared, and the 
pension, the government keeps changing the age of the pension, so there’s a whole lot 
of factors arising. It’s going to be difficult sourcing food for a nutritious meal; it’s not 
easy, and really you’re at the mercy of donations and the kindness of others”. 
The demand for food aid is strong, and yet at the same time, political forces make 
delivering this food exceptionally difficult. Davies and Evans (2019) find that the 
geographies of food sharing are dependent on complex interactions between political 
realms, diverse economies, and social relations. Green Connect, the social enterprise, 
noted that they felt a responsibility towards their community regarding surplus food 
from their farms. By liaising with local food groups and agencies, they have begun 
donating excess and final pickings of fresh fruit and vegetables: 
“So, we know that one of the major factors of food and security and general poor 
wellbeing is social isolation.  So, what if we could let people come to the farm who 
could glean the food that we're leaving behind, take it for their own purposes or back 








build some friendships, build some skills, have a bit of a laugh.  We think that would 
be a really cool thing and people we've been talking to in the community tend to 
agree.” 
In this instance, Green Connect demonstrates how freshly grown produce is being 
wasted on farms every day, whilst clientele at Warrawong community lunch or other 
food services continue to struggle to access food for day-to-day meals. As established 
in the previous chapter, the AFN in the Illawarra is very connected; however, there 
appears to be a gap in terms of wasted food from growers, and food-aid charities that 
need healthy, nutritious food to feed to their clientele.  
Fair Food Forager is a for-profit organisation that provides services for cafes and 
community members through the utilisation of the app ‘Fair Food Forager’. This app 
can indicate whether a business is participating in sustainable practices (i.e., no plastic 
takeaway containers, using paper straws, etc) and critically, if a business has a strong 
charitable focus, such as giving away surplus food. Paul explains: 
“So a business can be listed if they are giving back to the community in any way, and 
I think that one of the best things that we can do for food security”. 
Ideally, the Fair Food Forager app can facilitate more awareness towards these 
restaurants/cafes/businesses with a community-focus, allowing more people to 
hopefully engage with these businesses. While this is a great step in raising awareness 
around sustainable businesses for the Illawarra region and appears to breach the gap 
between growers and food-aid charities, for many of the food-aid organisations, time 








Organisation 2 talks about this regarding their connection to Baker’s Delight and 
receiving food from them: 
“They’re really good, they still are, but again we had a staff member picking it up, 
then it got a bit complicated for her at night-time ‘cause you’ve got to go in on your 
own time and drop it off, so you really need a dedicated volunteer who is prepared to 
do that”. 
In their examination of 45 alternative food movement businesses, Hodgins and Fraser 
(2018) find that the collaborative aspect of sharing surplus food (that the Fair Food 
Forager app is trying to achieve) is already present in their much larger study area of 
British Columbia, Canada. The authors conclude that collaboration between these 
businesses can occur primarily for the social good by partnering with community 
groups that work directly with food-insecure communities. Whilst the Illawarra 
alternative foodscape is smaller in scale than Hodgins and Fraser’s (2018) study of 
British Columbia, it certainly has the systems in place for surplus locally grown food 
to be redistributed to organisations that provide free food services for in need 
community members. 
In the case of charitable food organisations such as Organisation 2, Warrawong 
Community Lunch, and Unanderra Community Garden, these services offer more 
than just food. They also provide access to other services, a person to talk to, and 
ongoing support. As Franklin et al. (2011) note, these organisations distribute social 
connections, relationships and education, and they are working towards the goal of 








6.3 Alternative food organisations provide ‘gateway access to other 
services’  
Another theme that emerged among participants was that of alternative food 
organisations providing gateway access to other services. As Donna, from 
Warrawong Community Lunch, points out: 
“The lunch is kind of like a drawing card or a gateway to access other services. 
There’s a dental service that’s accessed, housing, Centrelink. What else do we 
access? Homeless help, quite a few different services.” 
Similarly, at Unanderra Community Garden, Sandra talks of the role that she provides 
in creating this gateway to other services for people to access that may need them. In 
Sandra’s eyes the main goal of her organisation is strengthening community and 
doing that through “providing community servicing programs and activities that help 
people who are in financial difficulty through poverty in some way or another”. In 
fact, as I sat in the entry room of the Unanderra Community Centre waiting for my 
interview with Sandra, I noticed advertisements ranging from learning to drive, 
doctors who speak multiple languages, help with drug issues, and access to free or 
affordable food services. This pool of information is available for clientele accessing 
that organisation, providing a range of support for additional issues that may be 
present. Organisation 2 dicussed the complications for homeless people regarding 
advancements of technology. They note that everything is now online and ‘we don’t 
seem to cater for those who aren’t online… you can imagine how the homeless just 
give up, because it’s just too difficult; you haven’t made life easier for people, you’ve 
just given them more complications”. Therefore, having a space with information 








without it, there might not be any way of knowing they existed, if a client wasn’t 
linked online to such services. These services also help clients receive payment and 
provide employment training for long-term unemployed individuals, discussed in 
more detail in the next section.  
 
6.4 Alternative food organisations provide employment training for long-
term unemployed citizens and understanding  
An unexpected theme that emerged through the data is that the organisations which 
provide food aid services and access to other gateway services (Warrawong 
Community Lunch, Unanderra Community Garden, and Organisation 2) also host the 
bulk of their volunteers through the Work and Development Order (WDO) service. 
This service helps people who are low-income earners or in financial distress and are 
unable to pay subsequent fines, enabling them to register and enroll to do volunteer 
work, paying off their fines through the work they are doing. Chapter 5 touched on 
this idea, examining this service as a space for these various organisations to connect 
with volunteers. This current chapter discusses the implications of this specific WDO 
service facilitating employment for individuals who haven’t been employed for a long 
time, even if it is volunteer work.  Donna from Warrawong Community Lunch insists 
that employment in food organisations helps build up the skill base of long-term 
unemployed residents. With volunteer work experience, many gain the necessary 
confidence to seek further employment.  
By serving as a space for these people to work off their debts, and ultimately become 
enmeshed in the community and contribute to food security issues in the Illawarra, 








available if these AFN organisations didn’t sign up to be a ‘sponsor’ through the debt 
help recovery site. Whilst there are policy limitations regarding food and equity 
issues, this shows that alternative food organisations can play significant roles in 
alleviating food insecurity and providing employment and social connectivity. This 
attests to the range of organisations involved in AFNs, moving beyond farmers 
markets and specialised produce purveyors.  
Further, these organisations provide understanding and support. Organisation 2 
frequently mentioned how easy it is to find oneself in a sticky situation where there is 
no support: 
“People don’t realise how easy it is to find yourself on the street or to become 
marginalised, not to be able to pay your bills… I find the homeless share better, and 
that probably sounds weird that the most needy share, but if you’ve had that 
experience of having nothing that they don’t let their fellow homeless colleagues go 
without if they’ve got more than they need for the day.” 
Through this example, Organisation 2 is stating the importance of treating people in 
need with respect and understanding. Key here is adjusting the stereotypes around 
homelessness and being more willing to help and support people; as Organisation 2 
states, it could happen to any of us. Williams (2017) states that this care, which comes 
as a result of Organisation 2’s dealings with their clientele, is a key way of 
maintaining social justice. As a consequence of this respect, care, and understanding, 
a lot of the clients that go to Organisation 2, once they get back onto their feet, come 
back to volunteer and to help where they can and give back. This mirrors Cloke et 








Warrawong Community Lunch) can foster progressive virtues such as generosity and 
public spiritedness in a community. These virtues are clearly evident in Organisation 
2, who foster and care for their clientele.  
Moreover, Green Connect employs people who typically struggle to find employment 
opportunities in the Illawarra region, young people, and former refugees.   Whilst this 
is actively demonstrating social justice, Kylie speaks of the difficulties that arise from 
this: 
“But it’s really expensive to run a farm, paying staff fairly and to be doing it with staff 
that need a bit more support. Our staff, they are former refugees who don’t know the 
language, don’t know the culture, and don’t know the work expectation. It takes time 
and a lot of support to get them to the point that they are working really efficiently 
and productively and doing everything the way you expect someone to do it. Young 
people don’t have the skills or the experience or the knowledge and the confidence.” 
Whilst employing former refugees and young people may take more effort to get them 
up to scratch, it is actively demonstrating care and support towards their workers. As 
Williams (2017) states, it is important to not underestimate the importance of the 
practice of care, as it is fundamental for achieving justice and equity.  
6.5 Are alternative food networks achieving social justice in the Illawarra?  
What can be inferred from this chapter is that AFNs are a diverse movement, offering 
a range of services, food, and support to all members of the Illawarra community. Of 
the 15 organisations interviewed, this diversity was clearly highlighted when it came 
to organisations that directly dealt with food insecurity problems and those who grew 








security, and the notion of having more food grown locally, only two of the 
organisations (Organisation 2 and Warrawong Community Lunch) directly supplied 
community members that were in need of food.  
 It is interesting to note that Organisation 2 is located in the lower south of the 
Illawarra region, which is often classed as an area of high socio-economic 
disadvantage (see figure 3.1). Fresh produce growers and other organisations were 
located closer to the centre of the Illawarra (in the CBD, or in the Northern Suburbs of 
the Illawarra) which is typically classified by higher socio-economic citizens. For 
instance, the median weekly household income in Warrawong is $762, as opposed to 
the median weekly household income in Thirroul, of the Northern Suburbs, which is 
$1,947 (ABS, 2016). 
While some organisations are focused on equity and care, others are based on for-
profit models, suggesting that the network is heterogeneous in aims and activities. 
Even though these for-profit models incorporate a focus on locally grown and 
produced food and emphasise waste minimisation, they are less explicitly focused on 
food insecurity. This is reflected in the geographical location of the food support 
services in the south of the Illawarra and the fresh produce growers and retailers in the 
city and the north. These questions of whether and how alternative food networks 
could (and or should) focus more explicitly on food insecurity have been explored by 
Hodgins and Fraser (2018) whose study participants talked about ‘not being a service 
agency’ and holding their business’ priorities first, over feeding individuals facing 
food insecurity struggles. Even so, the organisations studied by Hodgins and Fraser 








nature of their network. Some of these strategies share similarities with those found in 
this study, namely, raising awareness around food issues by hosting events with 
vulnerable community members, and collaborating together to share the manpower 
required and overcome operational constraints so that everyday businesses matters 
could be dealt with. In line with the findings of the present study, Hodgins and Fraser 
(2018) also note that the values delivered by AFNs focus on reconnection to food and 
relocalisation of food, as opposed to food access and nutrition for all (Hodgins & 
Fraser, 2018). Ultimately, Hodgins and Fraser (2018) conclude that such networks 
must focus on maintaining themselves while addressing food insecurity in relatively 
small ways. This thesis reinforces this finding, with the majority of organisations (13 
of 15) not directly addressing food insecurity. These organisations are primarily run 
by volunteers; many only have one main person in charge and they often have another 
job as well to supply income; therefore, time spent on the organisation is significantly 
limited. Berbel from Hidden Harvest spoke openly about the reasons why Hidden 
Harvest doesn’t cater to in-need community members: 
“So, no we don’t feed people in need… it is really important for us that we don’t take 
on something that we can’t support, so people in need come with different complex 
issues that we, as an organisation, are not able to support, so it’s really important 
that we are like, ‘no, we actually don’t feed people in need. We feed people that can 
make a difference’.... We can’t start providing for people in need- that’s not our 
target audience- they can’t make a difference when it comes down to food waste, and 








However, this thesis also points to the limitations faced by organisations who are 
targeting food insecurity. Socially just resilience is precariously achieved on the basis 
of a network of volunteers, time-consuming grant applications, and uneven funding 
opportunities. The organisations providing key food aid to susceptible community 
members don’t often receive nearly as much funding as they should from the 
government, considering the important services that they are providing to the 
community. As such, a lot of these organisations’ already limited time is spent trying 
to find and allocate funding so that they can continue to provide the services they do. 
Sandra from Unanderra Community Garden describes the tedious criteria and long 
applications for grants as “becoming more of a headache each year” and that each 
year they are growing “more and more competitive”. Donna from Warrawong 
Community Lunch talks about the extreme budget cuts that are having a direct impact 
on her job: 
“The government hasn’t funded us since 2015, and even then, the last lot of funding 
was just extra money that they didn’t have anywhere particularly to put so they gave 
it back to us. We survived on small grants and donations and cut-back hours...but at 
the end of June I won’t have a job anymore.” 
Donna, the main leader of the Warrawong Community Lunch service, no longer holds 
a paid position, and the service is now run entirely by volunteers. This is a significant 
drawback, especially considering the fact that the need for the service is incredibly 
strong: 
“But we have 60 to 80 people coming in here three days a week to eat lunch so there’s 








A significant barrier to these organisations being able to deliver equitable food to 
community members in need is a lack of government policy, as can be evidenced by 
Donna’s experience. In their examination of 45 alternative food movement businesses 
in Canada, Hodgins and Fraser (2018) reach a similar conclusion, with their sample 
organisations being significantly impacted by broader societal conditions and current 
policy governing the food system in Canada. As such, the food-aid organisations in 
this current study are significantly limited; if there is no funding, they are then 
entirely reliant on the charity food delivered by Oz Harvest to deliver their service.  
The organisations examined in this study clearly understand their limitations and only 
facilitate what they can supply. Due to resource and time constraints, they can only 
enact behavioural change incrementally. It can be argued that by directly targeting the 
people that can make a change, these organisations are likely to make more of a 
difference to local efforts, which may be enacted upon sooner at government level, as 
was the case with Oz Harvest. Cloke et al. (2017) also support the importance of 
targeting an audience that can make a difference, arguing that food banks or 
charitable food organisations are only a short-term response that does little to tackle 
the prevalent issues of injustice that provoke poverty. Instead, it is other organisations 
working for incremental change, and audiences that can enact change, that are able to 
shift more views and facilitate systemic change to unearth the processes that cause 
people to go hungry in the first instance. 
6.6 Conclusion 
By focusing on organisations as key actors in the development of resilient food 








region. Key findings are as follows. Firstly, the Illawarra alternative food network is 
heterogeneous in nature. This result builds on existing critiques of AFNs as 
exacerbating existing socio-economic divides of class, race, and gender (eg Guthman, 
2008), highlighting the ethic of care (Williams, 2017) that for some organisations in 
the network, allows them to link food provisioning to social justice. The results of this 
study are therefore more in line with Alkon (2012), who notes that AFNS can 
overcome such issues to more fully service their communities. Two organisations 
(Organisation 2 and Warrawong Community Lunch) attempt to bridge social and 
wealth disparities by providing fresh food and meals to socio-economically 
disadvantaged individuals in the Illawarra region. These two organisations also 
provide crucial gateway access to community services and employment opportunities 
for long-term unemployed citizens, contributing to the development of community. 
Organisations such as Organisation 2, Warrawong Community Lunch, Hidden 
Harvest, Green Connect, Fair Food Forager, and Unanderra Community Garden serve 
as hubs for social connections, relationships, and education, with the goal of 
achieving community resilience, in line with the findings of Franklin et al. (2011).  
However, this study also reveals that resilience is not achieved for all; the 
organisations examined in this research are only able to deliver their programs via a 
delicate balance of volunteers, time-consuming grant applications, and uneven 
funding opportunities. Williams (2017) notes that social justice can be enacted 
through ethical food networks and consumption practices as a form of ‘progressive 
resistance, creativity, and subversion’ at a small scale. The systems for a resilient food 








facilitate the redistribution of waste food and increased funding for these 
organisations is necessary to leverage the power of community to tackle food 
problems and navigate pathways to resilience that are equitable and socially just. The 
majority of the network is enabled by volunteers and/or small consumer base, and 
therefore has limited scope to innovate. This chapter provides support for the findings 
of Hodgins and Fraser (2018) in that participants maintain that their top priority is 
sustaining their network while addressing food insecurity and social justice in 






















Chapter 7 : Conclusion 
 
7.1 Research Overview 
The overarching aim of this study was to explore the ways in which organisations in 
the Illawarra region contributed to food security and resilience. The main objectives of 
this research are: 1) to determine whether and how organisations shape the resilience 
of localised food systems; and 2) to establish how these findings about organisations 
change conceptualisations of resilience. Within this, the key research questions are: 1) 
to what extent do food organisations contribute to the reconfiguration of food 
production and consumption towards more positive social and ecological outcomes? 2) 
In what ways do localised food systems contribute to community awareness of food in 
its socio-ecological context? 3) To what extent and how do organisations help tackle 
food security issues in the Illawarra region? 4) What dynamics and relationships sustain 
organisations in the local food network?  
By utilising semi-structured interviews, this study has revealed new insights regarding 
organisations in the localised food network. The diverse mix of organisations that 
makes up the Illawarra AFN as well as their different roles within the food network was 
uncovered through the utilisation of semi-structured interviews. This approach allowed 
an engagement with the diverse objectives of organisations operating outside of a 
mainstream network of national retailers and suppliers. Liaising with FFI further 








also helped with recruiting participants. The findings overall provide greater 
understanding of how incremental change, social learning, social capital and this 
resilience are built through these organisations. In what follows, Section 7.2 
summarises key findings and contributions in relation to the research questions, Section 
7.3 addresses the overarching objectives of this study, Section 7.4 addresses limitations 
of this study, and Section 7.5 concludes with directions for future research. 
7.2 Key Findings and Contributions  
This thesis has examined the positioning and functionality of localised food networks 
in regards to facilitating greater resilience in food systems, with several key findings.  
Resilience thinking prioritises opportunities for shared learning through 
experimentation. This experimentation is crucial in developing alternative pathways 
to wasteful, unsustainable food systems. However, in market-based Western food 
contexts, where food consumption is dominated by large retailers supported by multi-
national global suppliers, opportunities for engagement with the context of food 
production, alternative ways of cooking food, or managing food waste are limited.  
This study has shown that organisations in alternative food networks play a key role in 
facilitating these spaces for experimentation by providing hands-on experience that 
then drives social learning. 
While the nature of transformation is incremental rather than systemic, through 
engagement with the organisations it is also situated in people’s everyday lives, and 
therefore more meaningful, with the capacity to change long-term habitual behaviours. 








scale is important for implicating behavioural change and deeper attention should be 
focused on understanding everyday social life as a means of predicting shifts in 
behavioural attitudes. However, it also presents something new: that organisations are 
key facilitators of this change, not just households. As Williams (2017, p. 824) argues, 
social change and justice may not be about radical change, but rather, the everyday 
practices and routines that ‘provide viable alternatives to the mainstream way of doing 
things’. Therefore, the findings presented here also support ‘actually existing justice’ 
(Williams, 2017) in social networks, or, in this case, actually existing resilience in these 
alternative food networks.  
This study reveals that incremental transformation occurs through reducing food 
packaging waste through alternative ‘slow’ bulk produce shops, and through producers 
(I.e. Popes Produce, Organisation 1 & Green Connect) using reusable packaging to sell 
produce; through cooking classes (offered at Oz Harvest and Cook, Chill, Chat) that 
allows individuals to learn new skills to eat healthier and interact more with their food; 
and through individuals engaging with the seasonal vegetable boxes available from 
Green Connect. 
The study also points to the heterogeneity of organisations within alternative food 
networks and the many social justice issues that the network strives to engage with. 
This is not only around food security (as evidenced by Organisation 2 and Warrawong 
Community Lunch) but also in creating affordable spaces for experimental food 
consumption that helps foster the passion and motivation of volunteers. This thesis 
highlights the heterogeneity of alternative food networks, pointing to the partnerships 








towards employment outcomes for marginalised communities, and the diverse ways 
wasted food can be re-experienced. This demonstrates Davies et al (2017)’s 
interpretation in food literature on alternative food networks as not being wholly 
exclusionary spaces and Hodgins and Fraser’s (2018) findings of alternative food 
organisations in BC, Canada sharing strategies to dispense the ‘work’ of equity further. 
However, it offers new insights into the precarious volunteer-dependent nature of 
organisations in alternative food networks.  
 
7.3 How organisations shape the resilience of localised food systems and 
implications for conceptualisations of resilience  
Overall, these organisations in the AFN contribute to five key tenets of resilience: 
experimentation, social learning, transformation, social justice, and social capital. 
Therefore, these findings change conceptualisations of resilience by centralising 
organisations in alternative food networks as vital in creating more resilient food 
systems. Moreover, the thesis establishes the importance of organisations within 
alternative food networks (see Beacham, 2018; Turner, 2018) in shaping opportunities 
for hands-on and immersive experiences that, as established by cultural geographical 
research (see Beacham, 2018; Turner, 2018) unsettle entrenched relationships between 
people and food. This study demonstrates that these organisations do contribute to 
resilience, and as such, are a viable option for moving forward in adapting more 
equitable and resilient food systems. The results indicate that resilience thinking, in 
addition to government policy makers and legislators, need to take the role of localised 








Despite this, the study also points to the fragile ways in which these networks and their 
generative capacities are held together. Social capital is important, but many of the 
organisations – NGOs and for-profit businesses – indicate that this important work is 
marginalised in many ways. It is important to acknowledge that, as the majority of these 
alternative food initiatives rely on volunteers, the alternative food system is in itself 
vulnerable as it hinges on individuals donating their time and energy. Adger (2003) 
notes that a system that can demonstrate strong social capital is capable of overcoming 
adversity. Whilst this study too, argues that strong social capital is necessary for an 
alternative food network to thrive; it also points to the limited resources that 
organisations work with.  
Indeed, organisations are primarily limited by a lack of funding, time, and supportive 
government policy. Am emergent resilient food system is already in place in the 
Illawarra; however, legislative changes to facilitate the redistribution of surplus food 
and increased funding for these organisations is necessary to further leverage social 
capital to tackle food problems and navigate pathways to resilience that are equitable 
and socially just. These organisations are actively facilitating nuanced change and 
building systems for resilience. Therefore, this study recommends expanded scope for 
funding so that these organisations can continue striding forward in the direction of 
more positive, incremental, knowledgeable, and resilient food futures.  
 
7.4 Limitations 
This study was conducted in line with an academic honours project, and as such was 








organisations, but due to inherent time constraints, the sample was capped at 15 
participants. It was also conducted within the scope of Food Fairness Illawarra 
member’s pool, and consequently other AFNs in the Illawarra region could have been 
overlooked as a result of this.  
 
7.5 Directions for Future Research 
Future research could expand the scope of investigation by interviewing more 
organisations in addition to a range of stakeholders within the community and 
government officials. A follow-up study with participants in the different activities and 
spaces of alternative food networks, to examine the relationship between ‘hands-on 
experiences’ and behaviours at home would provide a clearer insight into the 
transformative potential of organisations. In addition, several alternative food networks 
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I understand: 
 That the interview will be audio-recorded for transcription purposes 
 That the data collected from my participation will be used for the purpose of 
an academic thesis and potential journal publication, and I consent for it to be 








 That if I have any concerns or complaints regarding the way the research is or 
has been conducted, I can contact the University of Wollongong Ethics & 
Integrity Officer.  
 
Signed                                                                         Date                  
 
…………………………………                                   ……./……./……. 
 




























PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET FOR ORGANISATIONS 
 
TITLE: Resilient food futures? The role of organisations in creating resilient food 
systems.  
 
PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH 
This is an invitation to participate in a student research project conducted by researchers 
at the University of Wollongong in line with the Bachelor of Science (Honours) 
requirements. The purpose of the research is to examine the role of organisations in 
building food security and resilience in the Illawarra region. Interviews will be used to 
examine the extent to which these organisations contribute to localised food networks, 






   
 
METHOD AND DEMANDS ON PARTICIPANTS 
If you choose to be included, you will be asked to participate in a one-off 60 minute 
semi-structured interview. Participant confidentiality will be protected with the 
optional use of pseudonym for self and organization. This interview will be recorded 
via audio recorder and transcribed. Typical questions in the interview include: can you 
please tell me about your target audience? What is the key focus of this organisation? 
Is this organisation connected to businesses outside of the Illawarra? 
 
POSSIBLE RISKS, INCONVENIENCES AND DISCOMFORTS 
Anna Smith  
Student 
Dr. Nicole Cook 
Bachelor of Science (Honours)  Supervisor 
School of Geography and Sustainable 
Communities 











Apart from the 60 minutes of your time for the interview, we can foresee no risks for 
you. Whilst this study is in collaboration with Food Fairness Illawarra, FFI will not 
have access to the interview data or voice files, other than reported in the final thesis. 
Your involvement in the study is voluntary and you may withdraw your participation 
from the study prior to October 2019and withdraw any data that you have provided to 
that point either verbally or by contacting Anna Smith via email. The decision not to 
participate, or to withdraw from the study, will not affect any current or future 
relationship with the University of Wollongong or Food Fairness Illawarra 
 
FUNDING AND BENEFITS OF THE RESEARCH 
This study is funded by a $500 research grant from the Department of Geography and 
Sustainable Communities. Findings from the study will be used in an academic thesis 
and potentially published in an academic journal. The implications from this study 
could prove to be extremely beneficial for local food organisations in the Illawarra, to 
understand what brings success and what doesn’t in achieving a resilient food system. 
Further, this research will provide an opportunity for these organisations by identifying 
their contribution to a major social and environmental issues, which could be used to 
lobby for greater funding. Data will be securely stored in a locked file and only the 
researchers will have access to your personal information.   
 
ETHICS REVIEW AND COMPLAINTS 
This study has been reviewed by the Social Sciences Human Research Ethics 
Committee of the University of Wollongong. If you have any concerns or complaints 
regarding the way this research has been conducted you can contact the UOW Ethics 
Officer on (02) 4221 3386 or email rso-ethics@uow.edu.au. 
 
If you are interested in participating in this study please contact Anna Smith at 
aos328@uowmail.edu.au 
  















Appendix E: Strategies for ensuring rigour 







generate data that fits 
within contexts 
outside the study 
situation 
Dependability:   
minimise 
researcher’s impact 
on the project 
Confirmability: 
acknowledging 
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Appendix F: Interview Schedule 
 







Thank you for agreeing to take part in the study Resilient Food Futures? The role 
of organisations in creating resilient food systems. Your time is valuable and we 
very much appreciate it!  
Reminder of the project: The aim of the project is to examine the role of local food 
networks in building resilient localised food systems.  
Consent form: This interview will be audio-recorded, if any time you wish to stop, let 
me know. Your involvement in the study is voluntary and you may withdraw your 
participation from the study prior to October 2019 and withdraw any data that you have 
provided to that point either verbally or by contacting Anna Smith via email. 
Interview format: This will be an open-ended conversation to find out about the role of 








and shouldn’t take any longer than 60 minutes. If at any time you would like a break, 
feel free to let me know!  
 
Part 1: About the organisation 
We are going to start the conversation off by finding about your organisation- what it 
does, the structure and the dynamics.  
1. So to start off with, can you tell me a bit about your organisation/business? Is it 
not-for-profit? Volunteer based? For Profit?  
2. What is the key focus of the organisation/business? 
3. I’d love to hear the story of how this organisation first began, and the passion, 
motivation and inspiration behind this. 
4. Can you tell me a little more about how it links in with the food system in the 
Illawarra? 
5. Thinking particularly about the philosophy of your organisation, can you tell me 
a little more about your key values? 
a. Would you say sustainability fits within these values? 
b. If yes, can you tell me a little more about this? How does this play out 
in practice? What aspects of your organisation/business focus on more 
sustainable food? Can you give me an example? 
[Prompts: food waste, production methods (if produce), consumption] 
c. Thank you for that. What about food security within the community is 








d. If yes, can you tell me a little more about this? How does this play out 
in practice? What aspects of your organisation/business focus on food 
security? Can you give me an example? 
6. I am interested in learning about how the community interacts with your 
organisation. Can you tell me more about your organisation’s role in the 
community? For instance: 
a. When the community interacts with your organisation, do you feel that 
they acquire knowledge of the environmental dimensions of the food 
system that are core to your organisation? 
b. Would you be able to give me an example from your organisation? 
c. Can you see active change with the community that you are working 
with? i.e. community participation in sustainable food production?  
d. Would you say that this organisation is opening up spaces for societal 
change?  
e. What are the main challenges in enabling societal change? Would you 
be able to give me an example from your work? 
Thank you for telling me that information. Now we are going to move onto 
section two.  
Part 2: Localised food networks 
In this section we are going to explore your organisation’s experience as part of a 
localised food network.  
1. Can you please tell me about the organisations/ businesses that you are mainly 








1.1 Can you tell me about the nature of those connections?  (E.g. supplier-
retailer; funder-service provider etc.) 
1.2 How do you work together with these other organisations? 
2. How did these relationships first begin? 
3. What were the reasons for becoming connected with these organisation?  
4. How do these connections benefit your organisation/business? 
[Prompts: Developing a client base? Expanding markets? Connecting you with similar 
organisations and sharing ideas; marketing; etc.] 
5. Would you say that Food Fairness Illawarra has played a role in helping to 
develop or maintain connections with organisations/businesses in the 
Illawarra? 
5.1 If yes, can you tell us how? 
[Prompts: FFI programs e.g. connecting over fair food? Newsletter, Social media?] 
6. What are the key challenges in developing and maintaining these connections 
with these organisations? 
6.1 Thinking again about Food Fairness Illawarra, do you think FFI has been 
able to help you overcome some of these challenges? 
6.2 Can you please give me an example of how? 
7. How do you value those relationships that you are connected with? 
8. Thank you for that. Since first coming into contact with FFI, do you feel more 
connected to the localised food movement and other organisations within it? 








10. Do you feel that information shared from FFI (e.g. social media, newsletter) 
has helped you to build connections in the local food scape of the Illawarra?  
11. Do you find that there are there any challenges operating within the Illawarra 
region?  
Now that you are thinking about connections, we will move onto part 3: More than 
local connections.  
Part 3: More than local connections 
In this section we are going to explore connections that may exist outside of the 
Illawarra region.  
1. Is this organisation connected to businesses/organisations/governments 
outside of the Illawarra? 
2. What are the reasons for having connections more broadly?  
3. How did these connections begin? 
4. How do they benefit your organisation? 
5. Did FFI play a role in this? 
6. What are they key challenges of being connected with organisations outside of 
the Illawarra region? 
7. What are your future goals in terms of these connections? 
-will this help expand client base? 
-expand knowledge surrounding issues that your organisation works with? 
7. Do you think that FFI is helping you to achieve this? If yes, Can you give specific 








[Prompts: FFI connections with rights to food, Oz Harvest?] 
8.  How do you hope to overcome the barriers to achieve these goals?  
- Ideally how long would that take to achieve? 
Thank you for all that. We are now up to the fourth and final section!  
Part 4: Clients/customers/participants 
Now we are going to move the conversation to focus on the clients/ target audience 
(including customers or program participants) that your organisation engages with.  
1. Can you please tell me about your target clients/customers/participants?  
2. What are your main goals in working with these 
clients/customers/participants? 
3. What are the key challenges in developing, maintaining and capturing this 
client base?  
[Prompts: target audience being busy, not having a location suitable for large 
people, lacking numbers]  
4. Are there any challenges and/or opportunities with achieving a client base due 
to location in the Illawarra region? 
a. Is there competition from other businesses? If yes could you specify? 
5. Do you find that you have a base of loyal clients within the Illawarra? 
- If yes, how did these connections begin? 
6. Does FFI play a role in reaching your audience? 








7. I am going to ask you to think about the local food network in the Illawarra 
that you are a part of. The network is made up of different organisation and 
businesses and ideally is moving towards a more resilient food system. 
Imagine that this network was a sports team, what team would it be? 
[Prompts: under 12’s netballs, NBA stars]  
a. Does it work well together? 
b. Is it competing against the big players? 
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1. Providing the 
audience with the 
opportunity to see, 
feel and taste how 
good society’s food 
waste is: ‘expanding 
people’s comfort zone 
around food waste’. 
 
 
2. ‘so security wise 
it's more about the 
education, so if 
people can grow a 
few things at home to 
enhance their meals or 
like on the, this scale 
of Popes Produce we 




workshops in the 
community and 
running inclusions in 
the preschools.. 
Building gardens in 
primary schools to get 
kids’ hands dirty in 
the soil and ‘to 
understand the 
systems and the 
ecosystem and the 
biodiversity required 
to grow food and 


























































4. Oz Harvest 
3. Connecting people 
with food and 
educating them about 
the way the fair food 
is grown on their farm 
and the conditions 
through open farm 
days, volunteer 




4. Delivering the 
FEAST program to 
school children, 
training teachers to 
teach kids about 
healthy eating and 























1.A garden for life 
‘people have lost 
touch with what it 
actually means to 
grow healthy 
food…because 
you know how 
some of those 
foods are coming 
from so far away’ 
 
 






















2. ‘To engage with 
their food again, you 
learn more respect for 
it, what’s possible, 
what’s viable, just 
reconnecting with 
being outside’... ‘You 
grow the food and 
people eat the food, so 
that connection to the 
soil again’ through 
information about the 

























































5. Oz Harvest 





Linking people with 
environment and food 
through supplying the 
tools to tackle food 
waste… to open their 
eyes and raise 
awareness that food 
waste is happening 
now and in 





4. ‘With the vege 
boxes, it’s going back 
to what is growing 
this week, what’s 
seasonal, what’s 
available, and then 




5. Educating adults, 
kids etc. on the cycle 
of food ‘rather than 
paddock to plate, we 
say from the 
beginning to the end 
of the circular system’ 
‘there’s a 
disconnection 
happening with their 






















more specific); an 
alternative 
solution 
 
 
 
 
 
Dominant 
globalised food 
system; 
connection with 
community 
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